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Author’s Note 


The original concept for this story came to me one night in 2019, or more accurately in the early 
hours of the morning, whilst | was suffering from influenza and had a high temperature. With my 
feverish mind unable to find rest, | awoke constantly covered in sweat. 


My dream that troubled night was coherent and somewhat disturbing. 


Over the following days as, | laid on the sofa feeling sorry for myself, pieces of the story started to 
fall into place and | set about jotting down notes on my iPhone, 


capturing my thoughts while they were still fresh. 


Finally, a few days later | began putting my notes into order and started writing. 


PROLOGUE 


War is a terrible thing, which often leads to advancements in technology that should 
never be taken under any circumstances. This was particularly true on a planet circling a dim 
star thousands of light years from our own. 

There, in a desperate attempt to win a conflict that had been raging for eons, one 
faction of an indigenous reptilian species started experimenting with biological weapons. 
After much turmoil and numerous failed attempts they succeeded in creating something they 
called Ghalaggq, a cloud-like weapon that they were convinced would defeat their enemies. 

Soon after the dark mass was released, it had the desired effect, quickly obliterating 
their foes and bringing the war to an abrupt end. 


Yet, as with many things created in haste, no consideration had been taken for the 
weapon’s ability to mutate and adapt. Within only two orbits of their star Ghalaqq became 
sentient and, without conscience, attacked its creators. By the end of the following two orbits, 
it had devoured all life on the planet, as well as the majority of the vegetation. 

Now faced with its own possible extinction, Ghalaqq subdivided into numerous sections 
and cast itself off into the vacuum of interstellar space. In a state of hibernation, the separate 
clouds drifted silently in each of their directions for thousands of years, until one of them 
finally got caught up in a gravitational pull radiating from a yellow star. Awaking from its 
slumber, the mass corrected its trajectory by using the gravity of the planetary bodies it 
passed, and impacted itself upon the surface of a highly populated planet. The occupants of 
this world with their inferior technology were easy picking and within three Earth years, they 
were all but eradicated. 


As the resources on this new planet depleted rapidly, and confronted with the prospect 
of drifting aimlessly through space once more, Ghalaqq started looking for other alternative 
ways of obtaining the nourishment it craved. 


CHAPTER 1 


The mid-summer sunlight streaming through the half open pale-green curtains of his 
bedroom window penetrated Daniel’s closed eyelids, creating a red glow as it passed 
through his blood vessels and prompted his brain to wake him up. He opened them slowly, 
but the unexpected glare forced him to close them tightly again. He had not seen a glare like 
that for a long time, yet there was something vaguely comforting about it. Ever so slowly, he 
tried again and this time, by squinting through his semi-closed eyelids, he was able to peer 
around the room, despite the pain it caused. 

His surroundings seemed so familiar, so normal. The light-green walls, the abstract 
painting that hung over the old wooden chest of drawers, which had been his grandmother’s, 
and the light-brown polished wooden floor that gave blurry reflections of the furniture on it. 


All this, coupled together with the recognisable odours of the room currently entering 
his nasal cavities, forced the memories to come flooding back and overwhelming his brain. 
Suddenly realising where he was, he instinctively snapped his head round to the left side of 
the double bed he was laying in. The sudden increase in brightness from the bedroom 
window, the curtains of which were not thick enough to perform their task, sent another pain 
signal from his eyes to his brain. However, with his mind otherwise preoccupied he paid no 
attention to it, because there by his side was the completely beautiful sleeping figure of his 
wife Sarah. Raising himself up on his left arm, he reached out with a shaking hand and gently 
touched the white cotton sheet covering her upper body, just to make sure she was real. 

After all that had happened to him and all he had been through, it seemed impossible 
that he could really be here. He had been convinced that he would never see her again. His 
emotions welled up inside his body, overpowering his senses and cumulating in the tears that 
filled his eyes. Within seconds, his eyelids could no longer contain them and they overflowed, 
rolling down his cheeks leaving a salty trail behind, before dripping down onto the crisp white 
sheet beneath. 

Sarah stirred, feeling his touch and rolled over to face him, the sheet covering her 
entwining itself even more around her body in the process. As she opened her eyes, her 
expression changed from restful and relaxed, to instant worry upon seeing him. 

“What’s wrong love? Why are you crying?” Then looking down at the tee-shirt covering 
his upper body she continued, “You’re covered in sweat, are you not feeling well?” 

Daniel could not hold back any longer and started to cry openly, months of anxiety and 
despair finally finding their release. Could it really be true? Was he home? 

“ve missed you so much; | thought I’d never see you again. Although | hoped and 
prayed | would. | was so close to giving up for so long, but you’re the only reason | kept 
going, the only reason | kept fighting and struggling for so long, until...” his voice choked up 
considerably, “yeah, until it just became too hard to continue.” 

Sarah looked at him somewhat bewildered, trying to understand what he had just said, 
but it was impossible. 

“What on earth are you talking about? You’ve missed me?” She glanced over at the 
alarm clock. “We only went to bed about seven hours ago. Are you okay?” 


Seven hours! The number seemed so small, so manageable almost laughable. Had it 
only been seven hours? How could that be possible? Yet Daniel knew by now that just about 
anything could be possible. 

For Sarah it may only have been seven hours, but Daniel had waited and struggled for 
nineteen months to see her face again. Nineteen fear filled months! The terrifying memories 
from that time were as vivid in his head as the headache thumping against the inside of his 
scalp and pushing his blood vessels close to rupture. He had endured so much anguish, so 
much confusion and so much pain these last months. He needed to tell her about it, about all 
that had happened to him and the horrors he had seen. He had been forced to bottle his 
feelings up for so long. Now finally he had the opportunity to open up and find some release. 
He knew he would have difficulties explaining it all. It was after all such an unbelievable story, 
but it had happened to him, hadn’t it? 


Taking a deep breath to try to compose himself, Daniel told his wife not to worry; 
everything was going to be fine, and then getting out of bed he walked over to the adjoining 
white tiled bathroom. 

In the solitude of the exceptionally clean and tidy room, he stepped into the glass 
cubicle and under the hot running water of the shower. It was his first of such in many months. 
Finally, he was able to relax and feel the tension ease from his tired shoulders. It was the 
most enjoyable sensation. With warm water cascading down over his body and the glass of 
the cubicle covered in a layer of steam droplets, he tried to focus his mind and think where to 
start. 


Daniel Kelley was forty-three years old. He was reasonably tall, with a slim build and had 
short brown hair. He had grown up in a small town in the countryside, the only child of his 
working-class parents. Throughout his school life he had managed okay, although had never 
had the calling for a top-rated career. Instead, he found he had an easy understanding of 
machines and liked getting his hands dirty. The opportunity for a Machine Maintenance 
apprenticeship in a local factory at the age of seventeen had been perfect for him. Over the 
following years, he had worked hard and absorbed as much knowledge as he could. 

His apprenticeship was supplemented with several months behind a desk at the local 
college, where he learned more about machine construction, backed up with an intensive 
course in mathematics and physics. 

It was while he was attending college that he had met his wife to be, Sarah Donaldson. 
His eyes had spotted her across the packed canteen as she sat talking with another girl and 
eating a sandwich. He knew instantly that he needed to say something to her, but had been 
nervous about going up and opening his mouth. However, just turning and leaving had not 
been an option either. 

After sitting for ten minutes alone at his table, completely transfixed by her smile and 
her long silky straight black hair, he finally managed to convince his body to move. A few 
moments later, standing by her table feeling like a lovesick teenager, he managed to interrupt 


their conversation with, “Hi, /’m Daniel”. Luckily for him, Sarah had not laughed in his face and 
they ended up spending the rest of the day together. 


Sarah was a year younger than he was. Besides her striking long hair, she had the 
loveliest slender body and the deepest, kindest green eyes that Daniel had ever seen. She 
had recently started business studies at the college, having not wanted to follow her parents’ 
example and become a teacher. At that time, she had lived in a small one-room flat in an 
adjacent town, a short bus ride from the college. 

Over the months that followed, they became inseparable. Even after Daniel finished his 
college course and returned to his apprenticeship, their relationship grew. He would drive 
over to her most evenings and spend every weekend with her. Four years after they met, in 
the summer of 1998, they got married in a small church in Daniel’s hometown, surrounded by 
both their families. 

That was all some time ago now, and until nineteen months ago, from Daniel’s 
viewpoint, they had never been apart. 

He was given full time employment after his apprenticeship had finished, and over the 
years that followed, he progressed to end up in charge of the maintenance department. His 
team of six employees were responsible for all repairs in the highly advanced vehicle 
production line. 

Meanwhile, Sarah had finished her studies and for the last ten years had been working 
as a public relations officer for a prominent architectural company. 


As the warm water of the shower flowed over his body, Daniel felt a shiver run down his 
spine and had to steady himself against the walls of the cubicle. Being here, back in his own 
home together with his wife, seemed so surreal. It was as though this point of reality was 
nothing but a dream, and he was terrified of waking up back in the nightmare of the Parallel. 

‘How am ! going to be able to describe that hell to Sarah?’ he asked himself. 

Just thinking about it all, here in the safety of his own shower triggered a panic attack in 
his troubled mind. Feeling dizzy, his legs gave way underneath him and he slumped down to 
the bottom of the cubicle. Sitting there with his arms wrapped around his knees and the water 
cascading over his head and body, he could once again not hold his tears back, but at least 
now they were tears of relief, and not of desperation. 

‘How did | get back?’ he asked himself. The last thing he could remember was the sharp 
excruciating pain in his chest as the Darkness had enveloped him. He had clawed at his 
throat trying desperately to breathe, but the air would not enter his blocked lungs. Finally, 
with his brain starved of oxygen he blacked out, only to open his eyes moments later in his 
own bedroom at home. 


Daniel stayed sitting in the bottom of the shower for some time, until Sarah came in to 
see if he was all right, as his behaviour since he had woken her up was worrying. Yes, she 
had seen him cry before, but this was different. He seemed to fear something. Reaching her 
hand into the stream of warm water, she turned the shower off and handed him a towel. 


“What’s wrong Daniel? What are you scared of? You can tell me, I’Il listen. | want to help 
you. You know you can trust me.” 

Daniel pulled himself up off the floor and wrapped the towel around his waist, before 
stepping out of the shower cubicle. Using a corner of his towel, he wiped his face. 

“lve got something to tell you, but | don’t think you'll believe me. | wouldn’t believe it, if 
someone told me”. Leaning towards her, he kissed her briefly before continuing, “Let me get 
dressed and then I'll come downstairs.” 


Ten minutes later, he walked into the bright modern kitchen with its clean and well- 
designed white fronted cupboards, topped with black marble workbenches. It had been so 
long since he had seen such a clean place. Those luxuries had been lost to him over the last 
months; in that place, all his energy had been consumed by the sole art of survival. 

He poured himself a cup of steaming hot coffee from the pot Sarah had just made and 
took a large sip. Coffee was also one of the many things he had been without for months and 
it tasted like the most precious liquid on the planet. Cup in hand, Daniel pulled out the chair 
opposite his wife and sat down. Then reaching out, he took hold of her right hand and spent 
a moment looking into her deep green eyes, before taking another mouthful of coffee and 
starting his story. 


“First of all Sarah, you have to know what | tell you now is real. It happened. It will sound 
unbelievable and | know I'll sound like a crazy person, but I’m not. It really happened to me. | 
wish it hadn’t, but it did!” 

He took yet another mouthful of coffee and continued. 

“When we woke up this morning, you said it was only seven hours since we went to 
bed. For you this was true, but not for me. This morning was the first time | had seen your 
face and held you in my arms in about nineteen months!” 

Looking worried, Sarah tightened her grip on Daniel’s hand, “I don’t understand what 
you're trying to tell me.” 

Daniel cut her off. “Please let me continue, | have a lot to tell.” 


CHAPTER 2 


He had gone to bed that night oblivious of the journey he was about to embark upon. 
Not that foresight could have prevented it. That was beyond his doing. Sarah had gone 
upstairs about half an hour before him, so she could read before he came in, while he 
finished watching a late-night documentary about African animals. When he finally did go to 
bed, he found her already half-asleep with her book by her side. Once undressed, he climbed 
in next to her and turned the bedside light off. Within ten minutes, he had fallen into a deep, 
yet restless sleep. 

His mind was full of images and visions he could not understand. Bright lights seemed 
to surround him, engulfing his body and penetrating his closed eyes. All the while, his head 
felt as though it was spinning round at high speed and as if it would explode. As his heartbeat 
raced out of control, pushing his blood pressure up to a dangerous high and bringing him 
extremely close to cardiac arrest, he jolted awake instinctively sitting up and breathing in 
sharply. 


Totally disorientated he looked around the room he was sitting in, his mind trying in vain 
to comprehend the view before him, as it screamed at him. 

‘What the fuck! Where am I? What the fuck is going on?’ 

He was sitting on a thin mattress on the floor A sheet that at one time was possibly 
white covered it, though now it was a dirty grey colour. The room itself was about ten metres 
by ten metres, with bare concrete walls and no visible windows. The window that had once 
been there his left had been haphazardly bricked up some time ago by the look of it. The 
only door looked as though it had been taken from a ship and had a large spoked wheel as a 
handle. Fresher looking concrete surrounded it, giving a hint as to what the door had 
originally looked like. Candles hung from homemade metal brackets on the wall. The air was 
stale, thick with dust and candle wax fumes, making breathing difficult and causing a 
nauseous feeling in the pit of Daniel’s stomach. Instinctively he raised his hand to his nose, 
trying in vain to block the wretched stale smell. 

Off to his right, he saw two other figures laying on similar mattresses to his own. A man, 
whom Daniel guessed by the look of him to be in his early sixties, and a young girl who 
looked as though she was at best pre-teen. 

Suddenly the man stirred, and opened his eyes to face Daniel. Moving surprisingly 
quickly for his apparent age, he stood up with his outstretched right arm pointing a pistol 
directly at Daniel’s head. 

“Who are you? How did you get in here?” he demanded. 

Daniel had also risen to his feet now, and raised his hands showing he was unarmed as 
he backed towards the nearest wall. His heart was pounding in his chest. It felt as though it 
would rip through his ribcage at any moment and send its contents hurtling to the floor. In a 
matter of moments, he had gone from the safety of sleeping next to his wife to having a 
stranger point a gun at him. 


‘How can | tell this guy how | got here, when | don’t even know where here is?’ he 
thought, desperately searching for something to say. Finally he decided the only option was 
to tell the truth. 

“| don’t know! | don’t know where | am or how | got here! Please, put the gun down, I’m 
not going to hurt you.” The gun though did not move, and the man looked ready to use it at 
any moment. 

“I don’t know what’s going on. Believe me, | don’t know where | am or how | got here. 
This sounds crazy, but a short time ago | fell asleep in bed next to my wife. Then | woke up 
here. Did you bring me here? Why? Who are you?" 

He had a lot more questions to ask but preferred to continue the conversation without 
being threatened at gunpoint. Looking over at the door Daniel just wanted to get away from 
this crazy guy and the wretched stale room. 

“Please,” he continued, “lower the gun and let me leave. | don’t want to cause any 
problems. | just want to go home.” 

The man looked briefly at the door and then glanced down at the analogue watch 
attached to his weathered wrist. 

“Are you crazy? It’s not daylight yet, there’s no way I’m opening that until the sun is up. 
Have you completely lost your mind? It’s out there waiting for us, it’s not safe.” He nodded 
over towards the locked door. “That stays shut until | say otherwise. If you try to open it, I’ll 
shoot you.” 

For the first time now since she had woken up, the girl moved and stood directly 
between Daniel and the man, whom she turned towards. In a quiet voice, she told him. 

“I think he’s telling the truth. | can see it in his eyes. Let him talk, Gramps.” 

Hearing her words the man slowly lowered the weapon, but kept his eyes trained on 
Daniel the whole time. Daniel felt himself relax ever so slightly as the tension in the air eased. 
There was so much he did not understand and so much he wanted to ask. Where was he? 
Where was Sarah? Who was this man and girl? Who or what was outside the door that they 
were so scared of? Keeping his hands in plain sight, Daniel started by introducing himself. 

“’m Daniel, Daniel Kelley. | live with my wife, and work at the car factory on Church 
Street. All | know is that | fell asleep a few hours ago next to Sarah and woke up here a few 
minutes ago, wherever here is. Who is outside that door that you’re so scared of?” 

He could see the man was puzzled by his introduction, finally telling Daniel that the 
factory on Church Street had most likely been closed for the last five years, as indeed had all 
the factories on the planet. 

“How do you not know what is outside the door?” the man asked, but Daniel’s blank 
expression was obviously a good enough answer for him, so he continued. “Okay, I’m Charles 
and this is my granddaughter, Emily. You know, thinking about it there’s no way you could 
possibly have come through the door, so I'll give you a chance. If you try anything though, I'll 
shoot you. | mean that!” 

Sitting down again, Charles kept an eye on Daniel and ushered to him to follow suit. 

“Let’s all take it easy okay, there’s not enough of us left to go around killing each other.” 


Daniel took another mouthful of his coffee and looked across at Sarah’s face. So far, she 
was taking it very calmly, although he doubted that she believed him. Maybe she would, 
eventually. 

For her part, Sarah was interested in his story or, as she believed, his lucid dream, even 
if it was farfetched. 

“So,” she asked, “what was outside the door?” 

Daniel smiled at her. He had expected that question, but it was not time for that 
revelation just yet. That would come later. 

“Charles called it the Darkness, but he wasn’t talking about the night sky or any form of 
shadow. It was something completely different and much more sinister, but | need to explain 
things in order, to try to make sense of it.” Daniel sighed, and continued. 


Refusing to answer Daniel’s questions, Charles talked for some time and seemed 
especially interested in Daniel’s description of his life and the world as he saw it. It was 
something Daniel did not really understand. Everybody knew what the world was like, what 
was more interesting to him now was how he had ended up in this locked room. About a 
good hour later, Charles checked his watch and then, turning to Daniel said; 

“It should be safe to go outside now. There’s something you really need to see. Listen 
to me though, stay low at all times and don’t venture out into any open spaces!” 

With that he stood up, walked over to the heavy looking ship’s door, and slowly turned 
the wheel counter clockwise. The metal structure groaned as the bolts retracted, but with a 
final clunk, the door was unlocked. For a moment, Charles stood with his ear to it, listening 
intently. Exactly what he was listening for, Daniel had no idea. Then, ever so carefully, he 
pulled it open and peered out into the hallway beyond. A fresh breeze rushed in, replacing 
the stale air, and extinguishing the candles in the process. Turning to his granddaughter, 
Charles told her to stay in the room while he took Daniel outside. 


Feeling unexpectedly nervous, Daniel followed Charles out into the hallway, up the six 
steps at the end and out into the dazzling light. He found himself in what had probably been a 
house at some point. Shielding his eyes against the brightness, Daniel stood up looking out 
over the devastation before him. He did not stand for long though, as Charles grabbed at his 
top and pulled him down into a crouch. 

“Don’t stand up,” he said in a barely audible whisper, “and don’t talk out loud. It doesn’t 
come out during the day, but its drones are everywhere. 

“Take a good look around you. This has been our reality for the last six years, not the 
world you’ve described. That world sounds like a paradise compared to this hell.” He waved 
at the scene in front of them. 

Daniel’s eyes were better accustomed to the glare now, yet he could not believe what 
he was seeing. The house they were in was nothing more than rubble, the walls having long 
since collapsed. From their vantage point on a slight incline, he could see house after house, 
all of which were in the same condition. Truly frightened now, Daniel crawled out of the house 


remains and into the street until he was kneeling by the side of a car that had been burnt out 
some time previously. Charles knelt by his side. 

“It’s very risky here in the road, we’d better get back to the room, then...”, but before he 
could finish, a loud buzzing sound circled close by. It sounded like a swarm of oversized 
bees. Charles froze and whispered, “Don’t move a muscle!” 

Out of the corner of his eye, Daniel watched as a huge mat-black machine slowly flew 
overhead. It was hard to judge its size without some reference point, but he guessed it to be 
at least three metres long and maybe a couple wide. At each corner was a circular propeller, 
whirling around at high speed and causing the buzzing sound. Between its thin legs hung a 
larger compartment containing some form of mechanism Daniel could not identify. For about 
five minutes it hovered ten to fifteen metres away and roughly eight metres from ground, until 
finally it pivoted on its axis and sped off down the road. Charles tugged at Daniel’s top again 
and motioned for them to return to the safety of their room. 


Back inside behind the locked door, Charles offered him some water from a large 
plastic container in the corner. 

“As | said outside, this has been our reality for the last six years. That was when the first 
attack reports started appearing on the news channels. At first people thought it was animal 
attacks, but soon it became apparent that it was something else. Something more sinister. 

"| can see from your reaction that you know nothing of this. | don’t understand how that 
could be possible, it makes no sense.” 

He took a sip of water from a metal cup. “Let me tell you what | know and about our life 
here. We call it the Darkness. No one knows where it came from, whether it was something 
we created or whether it came from outer space. It appears only at night, a dark mist-like 
thing, that attacks its victims by covering them and”, he glanced over at Emily and lowered his 
voice slightly, “absorbing their bodies, leaving nothing but bones behind. 

“The drones appeared a few months after the first attacks. They have caused all the 
devastation you saw outside. They destroy everything and everyone in their path. For the last 
year or so they’ve searched for survivors to attack and leave disabled ready for the Darkness 
to devour at night. 

“We’ve not seen another person for about a year. We stay here in this room and 
scavenge all we can; food, water and clothes.” 

The world that Charles was describing sounded so different to the one Daniel knew. He 
still had no idea how he had gotten here, or where here was. His mind was desperately trying 
to work things out. 

“| don’t know what to say,” he commented, “this is not the world | know. What year is it? 
It sounds crazy, but maybe I’ve travelled into the future!” 

Even as the words came out of his mouth, he knew how ridiculous it sounded. Charles 
laughed easing the tension. 

“It’s 2025 Mr. Time Traveller, what year are you from?” 


On hearing the year, another cold shiver ran down the Daniel’s spine. 2025! The same 
year as this year. So, he had not travelled in time. This was the same planet and same year. 
How could that be possible? 

“?’m from 2025 as well, but not this 2025. | don’t know. I’ve heard of parallel universes, 
but only in science fiction stories. | never thought they really existed. Yet that’s the only 
explanation | have right now. The problem is, if this is a parallel universe how the hell do | get 
home?” 


Daniel put his empty coffee cup down on the kitchen table and stared out of the 
window. His head was pounding, and he felt physically sick. He wanted to tell Sarah 
everything, but it was not easy. He caught sight of a mother and two children walking down 
the street past the hedge at the edge of the garden. He watched as they carelessly ambled 
along, without a worry in the world. Suddenly he felt jealous of their ignorance. His recent 
excursions outside had only been full of fear. 

“Are you okay?” Sarah asked breaking his thoughts, “I really don’t know what to say. | 
want to believe you, | really do. It’s just difficult for me.” 

Daniel closed his eyes, trying to hold his composure. It was a crazy story, he knew that. 
He had so much more to tell, but his body was suddenly running out of energy. He did not 
know if it was the same physical body that had been in the Parallel or a different one, but his 
mind was treating it as such. He needed to rest, he needed to sleep, but he was scared to 
give in to the feeling. What if he awoke in the Parallel again! 

“’m so tired,” he told Sarah, “I need to sleep again before | tell you more, but I’m scared 
of losing you. Please, will you sit and keep an eye on me?” 

Getting up from the table, Daniel found his legs could hardly bear his weight anymore 
and steadied himself on the kitchen cabinets. Sarah rose quickly, put her arm around his 
waist to support him and together they went back to the bedroom. 

Daniel was reluctant to close his tired eyes, fearing the worse. Instead, he looked 
around the familiar room once more, before his gaze fell upon Sarah’s face, as she sat on the 
side of the bed. He tried to fight the sensation, but his eyelids were getting heavier and 
heavier. Eventually he lost the battle and as they closed one more time, his body finally 
relaxed for the first time in months. 


He awoke with a jolt and a scream, sitting up automatically with his body once again 
drenched in sweat. Looking around at his surroundings he managed to control his panic 
attack, as his bedroom came into focus again. Turning his head, he found his wife sitting in an 
armchair she had dragged in from the other room. She was awake and watching him, a 
blanket covering her legs and lower body. Daniel managed a brief smile when he saw her. He 
was glad that she kept her promise and had watched over him. 

“How long have | been asleep?” he asked, realising it was twilight outside again. Sarah 
got out of the chair, walked over and sat once again on the edge of the bed. Her right hand 
reached over and held his arm. Only then did he realise he was trembling. 


“You’ve been asleep for about ten hours. You must have been so tired. | have to say 
though; I’ve been very close to phoning the doctor. You’ve been talking in your sleep and 
sounded very delusional. I’m worried about you.” Her hand tightened on his upper arm and 
her voice trembled as she continued, “I don’t know what to do. You’re scaring me with all this 
talk, | worried you’re having a nervous breakdown.” 

Daniel looked over at his reflection in the dressing table mirror and could see that he 
looked a mess. 

“What did I say in my sleep?” 

“| don’t know, it was mostly incoherent. You did mention a name a few times though." 
Sarah hesitated. "Who’s Linda?” Her eyes were straight into his searching for an answer, 
whilst thinking the all too obvious. 


Linda! Daniel had thought about her every day for the last month. He had missed her so 
much. What had happened to her had completely broken his spirit. 

“I'll get to Linda when the time is right, | promise. She’s a big part of this story, but we’ve 
not got that far yet.” As he said it, it dawned on him what Sarah must be thinking and quickly 
he added, “Linda was a good friend to me there, but only a friend. There was never anything 
between us. We helped each other survive for a while; she was as lost as | was.” 

He swung his legs over the side of the bed, almost bumping into Sarah in the process. 
Standing, he walked to the bathroom for another shower. The continuation of his story could 
wait. He needed to freshen up and have something to eat, only then could he tell more. 


After he had showered and dried himself, Daniel got dressed and went down to the 
kitchen again. He found Sarah standing by the cooker with a saucepan of piping hot pasta, 
which she poured out onto a plate for him as she saw him enter. 

As he ate, his mind was pulled back to Charles and Emily. He knew he would most likely 
have been killed within the first day if it were not for their help and advice. Emily’s scared 
young eyes still haunted him. 

Putting his fork down on the side of the plate, he took a sip of water from his glass and 
looked up at Sarah’s face to find she was watching him intensely. 

‘This next bit is going to be hard to tell’, he thought. 


“I stayed with Charles and Emily for almost two weeks. | wouldn’t have survived for so 
long without their help”, he continued. “Mostly we stayed in the room and Charles told me 
more about their world. It seemed to have been very similar to the one we know, right up until 
the killings started. 

"However, every so often we had to venture out after food and water.” 

The only supply of food in the area was the pre-packaged tins they could scavenge 
from the semi-destroyed supermarkets about half a mile away. It was an extremely dangerous 
journey, one they put off until necessary as the drones’ flybys were getting more frequent. 
Charles was convinced that the Darkness knew there were people in the area but could not 


locate them. Thankfully though, the drones did not seem to be using infrared to search. It was 
something Daniel found strange. He was not about to complain though. 

It was towards the end of Daniel's second week when their food reserve was getting 
dangerously low. An hour after sunrise they were forced set off towards the ruins of the town. 
Charles was in front leading the way; Daniel was at the rear with Emily safely between them. 
Daniel would personally have been happier if Emily had stayed behind in the safety of their 
room, but they needed an extra pair of hands to carry things. 

Their journey to the ruined shopping centre was as uneventful as it could be, whilst 
virtually crawling along the side of the road hugging the rubble and staying out of sight. 
There really was not much of the shops left, but Daniel and Charles crawled in through a 
collapsed wall section, as Emily hid out of sight and kept watch. 


Daniel couldn't stop glancing over his shoulders, in constant fear of being caught, as 
they filled several bags with as much as they could carry. He knew that being there together, 
away from the safety of their room, was a risk. It was a necessity though. Luckily they were 
soon finished and, after taking a moment to check the street was clear, they started making 
their way back home. 

As they approached the halfway point, there was a sudden increase in drone activity. 
Four hovered close by, searching the road systematically, causing them to double back to 
find another way. Daniel and Charles climbed through a blown-out window of a house to their 
right, slumping to the floor out of sight, but as Emily came through she stumbled whilst 
climbing up and her foot dislodged a broken piece of glass. It shattered on the pavement, 
sending the noise it created bouncing off the surrounding walls. 

Hearing the sound she froze, her horror-stricken face staring through the opening, 
knowing that the sanctuary behind it was out of reach. Instinctively her hands tightened on 
the window frame, causing a glass shard to embed itself in her palm. Emily stifled a scream 
whilst trying to pull herself through, as the drones spun around and moved towards her at 
speed. Panicking now with her grip holding firm, she tried once more to urge her body to 
move. 

Behind her, a long clawed tentacle shot out from the forward most drone, gripping her 
tightly around the waist and pulling backwards. For a brief moment her grasp held tight, 
keeping her body motionless, but sinking the glass deeper into her hand. Eventually though, 
her arms were unable to withstand the force, and her body lurched backwards. Emily yelled 
out in pain, her horrific scream echoing down the street as she struggled in vain to break free. 

Out of sight, Daniel's face turned pale as he heard the snapping sound of her spine 
being crushed, forever silencing her. In part of a broken mirror on the opposite side of the 
room, he watched in horror as her doubled-over lifeless body was lifted away. Without 
thinking, Charles went to climb through the window in a futile attempt to rescue her, but 
Daniel wrestled him to the floor. Nothing could help her now; he knew that much. She was 
free of this nightmare. Free of the suffering. 

Leaving most of the food despondently behind, they scrambled through the remains of 
the house and exited via a back door. They had only crawled a few metres when the drones 
returned and started tearing down the wall where they had been hiding. After another twenty 


minutes, they managed to make it back to their room, distraught and traumatised, and as 
Charles slumped silently onto his mattress, Daniel locked the door securing them inside. 


Daniel kept his eyes on his pasta, as a tear escaped and rolled down his cheek. Emily 
had been the first person he had ever actually witnessed being killed. It was so different from 
watching it in a film. He could still hear her scream tearing through his head. 

With his gaze fixed on the plate in front of him, he mumbled, “I just wish | could have 
done something to save her!” 

He had many regrets from his time in the Parallel, but what happened to Emily was one 
of the biggest ones. One of those that hurt the most. 


Charles was a broken man after Emily’s death. He blamed himself for it, saying he 
should have told her to stay behind in the safety of their room. He should have insisted on it. 
For the next two days he did not move and refused to eat. Daniel tried to get him to see that 
it was not really his fault, but nothing helped. 

In the middle of the second night following Emily's loss, Daniel woke suddenly as 
Charles unlocked the door and left the room. Springing to his feet, he started after him but by 
the time he got to the end of the hallway, Charles was already at the top of the steps. Without 
crouching, he walked out into the middle of the road and yelled out loud, releasing his anger. 
As Daniel crouched out of sight and watched, a dark patch that he had thought was a shadow 
suddenly moved. There was nothing he could do but watch. The shadow looked more like an 
absence of light, and he could not tell if it was one entity or a swarm of smaller beings, but 
quickly it surrounded Charles’ body and expanded up towards his head. Whether his end was 
painful or not, Charles did not scream. He just stood there, staring down the road as he was 
consumed. 

Daniel could not watch any longer, and quietly slipped back down to the room where he 
locked himself in. He did not sleep any more that night. Although he understood why Charles 
had done it, he really wished he could have prevented him somehow. 


It was only now that the true gravity of his situation sank into Daniel’s mind. He was 
trapped in what he could only guess was a parallel universe. He had no idea how he got 
here, no idea how to get back to his world and now he was completely alone. Even at this 
early stage he could feel the desperation eating away at him. 

Over the days that followed, he tried to keep busy by stocking up on supplies, retrieving 
those they had left behind when they fled the ruined house; as well as collecting fresh 
supplies from the shops. The drone activity had relaxed in the area considerably. He could 
only guess they had found the two they had been looking for and didn’t know he was there. 


Daniel pushed the remaining cold pasta around on his plate in a slow figure of eight. His 
head was spinning again, feeling as though it would burst open at any moment. Since he had 


been forced into the nightmare of that place, his headaches had been monumental. They 
could easily pound the inside of his skull for days. 

“| need to take a break. This is not easy for me. Do you mind if we continue this in the 
morning?” He knew if he did not stop now the pain would be excruciating. 


They spent the rest of the evening quietly sitting on the sofa. Sarah had her head buried 
in a book which she pretended to read, and Daniel was just pleased to be there with her. 
Leaning his head against a cushion he closed his eyes and tried to think of other things. 
Happy things about his life before all this. Eventually, just before midnight they went to bed 
and Daniel fell into a deep sleep. 


CHAPTER 3 


Awaking early the next morning, Daniel was once more relieved to find that he was still 
together with Sarah in their double bed. He felt a lot more relaxed this morning and 
considerably clearer in his head. A full night’s deep sleep had that effect. Getting up before 
Sarah woke, he got dressed and headed straight out of the door. It was with a great deal of 
apprehension that he stood just outside the house. His instincts were telling him to crouch, to 
hide, to keep out of sight. He had to forcefully keep telling himself that all was safe, that there 
was nothing out here that would hunt him down. 


The early morning sun was bright and warm. There were a few light clouds floating 
slowly around, but not enough to cause any concern. The world around him looked so 
peaceful and so normal. The buildings were intact and occupied, and people were 
everywhere going about their daily routine as they had done for countless years. It was a far 
cry from the war-torn scene he had been used to these last months. 

Even though his painful memories of that place were so vivid, he had to admit to himself 
that it seemed more and more like a dream with every passing hour. Could he have just 
imagined it? Was it all just a trick his mind was playing on him? As time ticked by he was 
beginning to doubt himself and question exactly what reality was. 

‘How can | remember everything in so much detail, if it’s all in my head?’ lt was a 
question he kept returning to, but one he did not have an answer to. 

His walk that morning took him down to the park at the end of his road, and then in a 
loop around the large duck pond before heading back towards his home. It was a lovely 
feeling, being able to just walk without fearing an attack from a drone. Yet still it all seemed so 
surreal, as if this reality was the dream. Sitting on a bench by the water’s edge with a gentle 
wind brushing over his skin, he took a few moments to try to gather his thoughts into some 
sort of order. 

‘How can | remember so much?’ he asked himself again. ‘This can’t just be a bad 
dream; it happened. It had to have happened!’ 


Finally arriving home again a couple of hours later, he found Sarah dressed and sitting 
at the dining room table with a cup of steaming coffee. She looked up from her newspaper as 
he came in through the door. 

“Good morning. Where have you been?” 

Daniel mentioned that he had slept very well and told of his walk around the pond, as 
he fetched a carton of orange juice from the fridge in the kitchen and a couple of glasses 
from the cupboard to the right of the window. Then back with his wife, he sat down and 
poured himself a glassful, which he started sipping. Sarah had folded her newspaper away 
and broke the silence again. 

“l’ve been thinking this morning while you were out. | think it would be a good idea if we 
contacted the doctor." She hesitated, "It’s not that | don’t believe you, to be honest | don’t 
know what to think. It’s just that if what you're saying is true, then | think you could be 
suffering from some sort of stress.” 


The suggestion didn’t come as a surprise to Daniel, the doubts were there in his head 
as well. Maybe it would be a good thing to talk to a professional about it. He was just 
concerned that his doctor would say he was crazy and start him on medication. 

Daniel thought about it for a couple of minutes before agreeing to go and speak to the 
doctor on the following Monday, on the condition that Sarah joined him. He needed her 
around to keep him grounded. 

“You'll have to contact the factory and let them know you will be in late.” She added. 

The factory! Work! He hadn’t even considered returning. 

‘How can | just go back to work after all this?’ As things stood, he was not sure if he 
could ever go back there. There were too many bad memories connected with the building. 


As he drank his juice, he thought back to the weeks after Charles and Emily had died. 
That had been the loneliest he had ever felt. The morning after Charles had given up, Daniel 
had ventured outside, nervously keeping out of sight. He found Charles’ remains in the 
middle of the road, right where the Darkness had taken him. His bones had been stripped 
clean and his clothing was missing. 

‘What is this darkness?’ He wished among other things that he had some answers. 

Burying Charles’ remains seemed like the right thing to do, but it was just not possible. 
Spending so much time out in the open was just too dangerous with the drones constantly 
sweeping the area. No, sadly they would have to be left to the elements and whatever 
predators remained. 


The following weeks were particularly hard for Daniel. He was suddenly truly alone. 
With seemingly no hope of ever returning home and no one to confide in, he felt himself slip 
deeper and deeper into despair. He tried not to venture outside as much as practically 
possible, although he had to from time to time, mainly for toilet visits. The solitude had an 
extremely negative affect on his mind. Several times he woke, certain that he had heard 
Sarah’s screams, only to find the empty room. Crawling to the supermarket one morning he 
was convinced he had seen her, as he turned the corner onto what had once been the main 
road. Although the sun was shining directly into his eyes, Daniel was convinced of what he 
saw. There crouched a bit further up the road on the opposite side was the silhouette of a 
woman with long dark hair. He wanted to call out after her, but that was impossible without 
drawing unwanted attention from the drones. The more he squinted, the more he was sure 
he recognised the figure. 

‘Sarah!’ his mind screamed. As quickly as he could he started moving towards her but, 
unaware of his approach, she too started crawling quickly away and eventually disappeared 
around the corner of the next road. Frantic now he moved as fast as he dare, yet as he got to 
the corner all he could see was an empty road and ruin after ruin. There was no sign of her or 
anyone else. 

Convinced of what he had seen, Daniel spent the following hours scouring the area 
looking for her, or any sign that she had been there. Eventually having found nothing, he 
huddled out of sight in a doorway and as the realisation dawned that it had only been his 
mind playing tricks on him, tears welled up in his eyes. Silently, he wept for almost an hour 


with his head resting in his hands, ‘Sarah... | can’t do this much longer... it’s too hard... it’s too 
hard!’ 

Later that afternoon he returned despondent to the relative safety of his room and after 
securing the door behind him, slumped onto one of the thin mattresses in quiet despair. 


As the weeks turned into months, he found his waking hours and dreams becoming 
indistinguishable, finally merging into one semi-comatose state. Daniel all but gave up eating, 
deciding instead that it would be better to die in his enforced prison, than to continue living in 
this nightmare existence. 

Towards the end of the second month, he was forced to stagger outside once again, in 
search of some water. His body was frail and aching, his mind confused and his stomach 
empty. Even though dying sounded like a good way out of his pain, he lacked the will power 
to actually end his life. More than once he sat with Charles’ gun pointed at his head, ready to 
pull the trigger and exit his nightmare. Yet no matter how much he begged his finger to move, 
he could not will it to close on the trigger. He envied the courage Charles had shown, by 
stopping his own suffering. If only he could be that strong, if only he had the guts to do it. He 
wasn’t that strong though, so instead he carried on living his pitiful life from day to day, eating 
what he could find and hiding locked away at night. 


The sun was shining warm the morning he eventually ventured out again, forcing Daniel 
to shade his eyes as he crept along the rubble of the destroyed road, towards a supply of 
water a mile or so away. The drones had been strangely absent recently, but his instincts kept 
him crouching. 

It was whilst on his way back with a backpack containing three bottles of water and 
some tins of food, when he stopped suddenly. Steadying his breathing and keeping silent, he 
heard the distinct sound of someone crying. Not a child’s cry, but that of an adult. Firstly, he 
dismissed the sound, deciding that it was nothing but the loneliness playing tricks upon his 
mind once again. Yet, as the wind carried more of it, he felt compelled to follow. 

A couple of minutes later as he crawled around a corner of what was once a petrol 
station a short distance away, he found a young woman dressed in surprisingly clean clothes. 
She was huddled in the doorway with her knees up to her chest, and tears rolling down her 
cheeks. Startled upon seeing Daniel, she instinctively edged backwards away from him, 
pressing her back against the remains of a brown door. 

“Who are you? How did | get here? Where am I?” she demanded in a desperate broken 
voice, as fear continued to fill her dark-brown eyes. 

Daniel moved quickly over to her and put his finger up to his mouth. 

“Sssh! Are you crazy? If you talk out loud they’ll hear you.” 

Yet as he looked into her eyes again, he saw the same confusion he had felt on his first 
day here in the Parallel. 

‘Is this girl lost like | was? Is she also from somewhere else? She seems really terrified.’ 
his mind enquired, as she looked up and asked in a whisper. 


“Where am I? How did | get here? What has happened to everyone? Everything’s so 
broken.” 

Daniel pointed in the direction of his hideout. “Il have a safe room not far from here. If 
you come with me, Ill tell you all that | know. If you stay here alone... well let’s just say you 
don’t want to stay here, this place is not safe especially at night. 

“Please, trust me. I’m not going to hurt you”, he continued. Whether out of fear or just a 
desire not to be left by herself, the girl followed Daniel. 

“Stay as low as possible and try not to make any sudden sounds”, he explained. 

It took about fifteen minutes to make the safety of Daniel’s room and once inside he 
turned the wheel lock securing the door behind them. The girl made her way straight over to 
the opposite corner and huddled once more on the floor, her body shaking uncontrollably 
and tears welling up in her eyes again. Not wanting to scare her any more than she already 
was, Daniel sat on a mattress at the opposite side of the room, pulled the items out of his 
backpack and rolled a bottle of water over to her. 

“l’m Daniel,” he said aloud now, “we can talk here. As long as the door remains locked, 
we are Safe.” He pointed to it over his left shoulder. “What’s your name?” 

The girl opened the water bottle and took a large sip before speaking; “Linda, my name 
is Linda. Where am I? How did | get here?” 

‘Okay,’ Daniel thought, ‘I guess it’s the difficult questions first’. He was certain now that, 
like him, she was not from this version of the world. 

“| take it you’ve not seen things like this before.” She nodded so he continued, “Okay, 
well in that case | think we have the same problem. I’m not meant to be here either. The world 
you know is very different; much more normal isn’t it?” Again the girl nodded as Daniel 
continued to tell of the night he arrived and the world he should be living in. 

Linda listened in silence, sipping from the bottle of water in her nervously shaking hand. 
As Daniel finished telling her about life in this place there was a longer silence, as she 
absorbed the information. Finally breaking the silence, she asked. 

“Is this another planet? How have | travelled to another world, or is this the future of 
Earth?” It was a valid question from someone obviously confused. 

“This is Earth alright,” Daniel explained, “and it’s 2025 here as well. As far as I’ve been 
able to work out it’s just not our Earth. I’m not sure, but my best guess is that it’s a parallel 
universe. | remember reading about the concept in school once. The theory is that different 
versions of the universe co-exist with each other. Each is similar, but not the same. In this one 
humanity has been attacked and all but destroyed. It’s certainly not the one we are from.” He 
hesitated for a moment realising something. 

“You may not even be from my version of the universe!” 

For the next twenty minutes he told her all he knew about the Darkness, not that he had 
much detail, having only witnessed it once himself. Instead he relayed what Charles had told 
him. As he ended, he could see in Linda’s eyes just how tired she was. All the new 
information she had received in such a short time was enough to wear anyone down. 

“It'll be getting dark soon, which means no going outside. Why don’t you get some 
sleep? You’re safe here. Nothing can get in, and I’m not going to hurt you.” 


Linda was reluctant to close her eyes, but hadn’t lain down for more than two minutes 
before she fell into a deep sleep. 


She slept for about five hours, before jerking awake as the reality of her situation once 
again dawned on her. Daniel felt sorry for her, as he still did for himself. Neither of them 
deserved to be here in the middle of this nightmare. He longed to be home with Sarah, 
longed to hold her and to feel the warmth of her arms around his body. Most of all he longed 
for the security of the world he had known. Sitting up against the concrete covered wall, 
Linda took a large sip of water and stared at the opposite wall for a few minutes. Daniel 
guessed she was trying to work out where to start. Then breaking the silence, she started 
telling her story. 

“?’m really having problems believing all this. | fall asleep in the comfort of my flat in 
town and wake up on a pile of rubble in what looks like a war-zone.” 

Tears flowed down her cheeks once more. “lI just want to go home, | don’t want to be 
here! How do | get home?” 

Daniel wished he had the answer, but it was beyond his understanding. Like Linda, he 
had no idea how he had gotten here, so working out a way home was an impossibility. Right 
now, he was just glad to finally have some company, someone to talk to. Being alone for so 
long had all but broken him. 

“| don’t know of any way home, if | did | wouldn’t be sitting here right now having this 
conversation. Maybe together we can get some answers, but my gut feeling says probably 
not. Tell me about the world you come from. Tell me about your life, and especially about last 
night. It's been so long since I’ve heard another person’s voice.” 


Linda wiped the tears from her eyes before continuing. “I live on my own, in a small flat 
on the other side of town... if this is even the same town as the one | know. It’s nothing 
special, but it’s mine. | was seeing a guy until about a month ago, he was nice but it wasn’t 
going anywhere so we parted ways...” she carried on talking for about ten minutes. 

As far as Daniel could tell, Linda’s version of the world seemed exactly like his. People 
went off to work each morning and spent the weekends with family and friends. They 
certainly were not constantly worried about impending death. After more water Linda 
continued. 

“| haven’t been feeling well for a few days and thought | was coming down with a cold, 
but as it wasn't getting any worse | agreed to meet with a friend Thursday evening. | still felt 
rough though, so | headed home a bit early and went to bed. Eventually, | guess | fell asleep. 

“When | woke up | wasn’t in my bed anymore, but laying amongst the rubble of a 
derelict house. | looked to see if there was anyone else there, but | was alone. First of all, | 
thought that maybe the flats | live in had collapsed, but | could see | wasn't in my own street." 
She sniffed. "| don’t know what happened, | just want to go home.” 

As tears welled up in her eyes again, Daniel noticed she was shaking uncontrollably. He 
went over, sat by her side and placed his left arm around her shoulders. They stayed there for 
a few moments, while Linda rested her head on his shoulder. 


“You have every right to be afraid,” he said after a longer silence, “and | wish there was 
something | could do. Some way to get you home again, but there isn’t. The only thing | can 
promise you is that I'll do my best to keep you safe.” 


Daniel looked into the empty glass on the table in front of him and then up into Sarah’s 
eyes. She had listened silently to his story for the last hour and probably needed a break. 

Having put their breakfast dishes into the dishwasher, Daniel suggested they went for a 
walk in the park. He liked being able to be outside in the open air, a luxury that he had been 
denied for so long. For the first twenty minutes they walked in silence, holding hands and 
enjoying the warmth of the sunshine against their skin. Finally though it was Sarah who broke 
the silence. 

“Il don’t know what to think right now, Daniel. You seem so sincere and so convinced, 
but the whole thing sounds... well, it sounds crazy. Part of me thinks that it’s all in your head, 
but how could you invent so much detail in just one night? You’ve never sounded like this 
before... I’m really worried about you.” 

They sat on a creaky old wooden bench overlooking the pond, with the sun shining on 
their left. It was reasonably quiet here, with only the occasional jogger running past, on what 
was probably their weekly attempt to keep fit. About ten metres away to their right, a mother 
crouched down next to a pushchair helping a small girl break pieces off a loaf of bread to 
throw over to the ducks. To most it was just another ordinary Saturday morning, but not for 
Daniel. He alone truly acknowledged the tranquillity of the day. He appreciated it in a way 
that no other would be able to understand. 

‘We are so privileged’, he thought, ‘if only everyone knew how lucky they are.’ 

With his wife’s head resting upon his shoulder, his thoughts turned back to Linda. He 
knew deep down that he would not be alive today if it was not for her. She had brought a little 
sanity with her to that insane existence. Just before meeting her he had been so close to 
taking his own life. 


After that first troubled night, Daniel took Linda outside again so she could really see 
the world for the destroyed wasteland it was. They kept low, a hiding in the shadows of the 
derelict ruins and moved from street to street as Daniel guided her to the remains of the 
supermarket. He needed to stock up on supplies again, especially now that there were two 
mouths to feed. 

Throughout their journey, Linda’s facial expression reflected their situation perfectly. He 
could see the shock and horror in her eyes as she gazed towards the town centre. As they 
turned corner a few moments later, she froze suddenly as if she had seen a ghost. Leaning in 
towards Daniel and pointing to a larger pile of bricks and broken furniture a short distance 
away, she whispered. 


“That’s where | live, or lived. It looks so...” she trailed off for a moment before 


exclaiming, “Fuck!” 


After checking the area around them for drones, which Daniel hadn’t seen for weeks, 
they quickly crossed the open space and crawled in behind what would have been the front 
wall of the building. The stairs and first floor were long since gone taking her flat with it, and 
the lower floor consisted only of a couple of broken walls. Regardless Linda searched the 
rubble for anything recognisable, but sadly found nothing. Seeing the disappointment on her 
face, Daniel whispered. 

“Maybe you never lived here in this reality. Although a lot of things are similar, not 
everything is exact. I’ve found a few things that seem out of place or wrong.” 

Daniel had likewise sought out his own house, in the desperate hope of finding 
something. Something familiar to remind him of Sarah and his life before. Something to give 
him the reassurance that all was not lost. He had been extremely apprehensive about doing 
it, terrified of what he’d find. His mind had worked overtime, conjuring up as many worst case 
scenarios as it could possibly construct. Worst of all he concluded, would be if he discovered 
Sarah’s remains. That would have been an image he did not want in his head, one that he 
would never be able to forget, and that would most likely push him over the edge. 

He had thought about it for weeks, and even got halfway there a couple of times before 
losing his nerve and turning back, only to try again the next day. Finally though, he 
summoned up the courage and headed off into an overcast morning. He could feel his 
stomach churning as he approached the area, bringing him close to vomiting twice. Then 
finally he turned the last corner, while his heart tried to pound its way out of his chest. 

The scene before his eyes came as a complete shock, and was totally unexpected. The 
house was not there. It wasn’t that it had been demolished by the drones and laid in ruins. It 
just did not exist. Where the housing estate he knew so well should have been, was an empty 
field with no signs of development. In this reality it had never been built. 


It was just a short distance from the remains of Linda’s flat to the supermarket and it 
didn’t take long to fill the two backpacks they had with them. The menu over the coming 
week was going to be the same as the previous week and the week before that, but at least 
they would not starve. They waited at the front edge of the semi-collapsed supermarket for a 
moment to check it was safe to move before leaving. They made it to just over half way back 
to their refuge when Daniel again heard the all too familiar buzzing of an approaching drone. 
Grabbing Linda’s arm, he pulled her in under a metal half-roof that had once been a shed. He 
had not been able to work out if the drones used infrared cameras, but he was not about to 
take any chances and hoped the warmth of the metal would hide any visible heat signatures. 

The mat-black machine slowed as it approached the road and slowly turned clockwise 
on its centre axis, scouring the area around it. Daniel instinctively pulled Linda closer to him, 
placing his arm around her waist in the process and ushering her to silence. As they crouched 
low and watched, there was a sudden movement from a building about fifty metres down the 
road to their right, as the figure of a young man broke his cover and ran. 


He was obviously trying to get to an open manhole in the road. He managed to cover 
half the distance before the drone spun around to face him. With a loud double pop sound, a 


projectile left the drone and sped through the air. It hit the man, entering through the back of 
his skull, and a fraction of a second later his head exploded. His torso and limbs managed 
another two steps before falling limply to the tarmac. 

Linda gasped, but Daniel managed to put his hand over her mouth and stifle the sound. 
He could feel her body shaking uncontrollably beneath his grasp, and felt suddenly sick 
himself, as this was the first time he had ever witnessed such a gruesome execution. 

The drone moved carefully towards the corpse, spinning slowly as it did so, searching 
for other targets. For a few moments it hovered over the body, before rising vertically in a 
straight line until it was about fifteen or twenty metres up. Once there, it slowed to a stop and 
let out a series of high-pitched beeps. As it did so the buzzing in the area increased, 
sounding once more like a large swarm of bees, as drones came flying in from all directions. 
Within seconds there were six of them, all turning and scouring the area. As two of them 
bombarded the ruins where the man had been hiding with projectiles, a smaller drone 
detached from another and lowered itself down into the manhole, disappearing underground. 
It reappeared minutes later, joined back with its host and flew away. 

Daniel and Linda cowered under the cover of the shed waiting for the remaining drones 
to disperse, and it was an hour before the last one flew off over the ruins, leaving them finally 
alone. Taking the opportunity, they hurried as much as they could back to the hideout, and 
once locked in the safety of the room, Daniel dropped his backpack on the floor and put his 
arms around Linda holding her tightly. Her whole body was shaking uncontrollably in shock, 
and tears were flooding from her eyes. 

“It’s okay, you’re safe here,” he reassured her, “They don’t know of this place and can’t 
get through the door.” 

As he spoke his mind was once again rushing; there were others around, quite possibly 
living underground. ‘Should | try to find them’, he wondered, ‘or would that jeopardise our 
safety?’ It was something he would have to consider. Finding other survivors would be good 
for his morale, but it would also be a huge risk. Daniel trusted his own instincts much more 
than he trusted others. He may well be despondent and on the verge of mental collapse, but 
he was alive. 

“It just killed him,” Linda eventually stuttered in a shaky voice. The shock of witnessing 
an execution was obviously extremely hard for her to cope with. 

“Why did it do that? | can still see his head exploding, he didn’t deserve that!” 

It was a horrifying experience even for Daniel, who had been here for some time now. 
He also had images of the man’s execution stuck in his mind, the reddened explosion as his 
head was torn apart. He wished he had looked away or closed his eyes, but he had not. The 
image was now imprinted on his brain and would probably never fade. 

It took him the rest of the day to calm Linda down to a point where she stopped 
shaking. Most of the time they sat in silence, other times they talked about things from their 
normal lives, anything to get their minds off their grim situation. 


Mid-afternoon, Daniel held Sarah’s hand as they walked back to their house. A few 
white clouds had blown in over the town, but they were of little concern. 


‘I’m so happy to be here,’ he thought, as they entered through the front door, ‘so happy 
to be away from that nightmare place.’ 

He decided he would go to see his doctor on the following Monday, partly to make 
Sarah happy, but also to hear a professional opinion. 

‘Could | really just have dreamt all this?’ 

He could feel doubt setting in. The whole thing sounded crazier to him as time went by. 
Yet it was all still so clear in his head, his body may not have physical scars, but his mind was 


scarred for life. 


CHAPTER 4 


It had been three months since Daniel had met Linda in the Parallel, something he was 
so glad had happened. Having her around helped with his sanity in ways he could not have 
imagined. Although it was extremely difficult for her, Linda reluctantly settled into an 
acceptance of the situation they were forced in to. She still voiced daily how unfair it was to 
be trapped here, but she accepted there was nothing she or Daniel could do about it. 

Together, they had carefully searched the surrounding area, in the hope of finding 
others like them, as well as further supplies of food and water. After a few days without 
finding anything useful, they stumbled upon a builder’s warehouse containing several filled 
gas canisters, not too far in the opposite direction to the ruined supermarket. Falling back on 
his engineering skills, Daniel managed to connect a gas cooker up in their room by running 
an exhaust pipe through the lower part of the wall and across into the rubble of a 
neighbouring house. This allowed them the opportunity of finally heating food. It was a luxury 
item that truly helped boost their morale, and they both welcomed whatever small 
improvements they could. 

A week or so later, they also found an additional supply of food in yet another semi- 
collapsed supermarket, but, more importantly, two more cellar-rooms that they could seal and 
stay in overnight. This increased the distance they could explore. Normally, at an average 
walking speed they could cross the town during a day, but the going was considerably slower 
when having to crouch all the time and dart from cover to cover. Luckily drone activity had 
dropped drastically again over recent weeks, in fact they hadn’t seen one for the last sixteen 
days. It was around this time that Daniel decided to check out the factory site where he 
worked, in the hope of finding some useful tools and other items that they could adapt to 
their needs. 

Setting off just after sunrise, they kept low and hugged to any structure that could offer 
shelter from the possibility of being detected. The going was tough and especially hard on 
the legs. It was something he guessed he would never get accustomed to, the human body 
just was not designed for that form of constant movement. It strained his leg muscles in ways 
he didn't think possible, sending a shooting pain deep into his lower back, and the continued 
hunched over posture stiffened his neck and shoulders, often resulting in a thumping 
headache. 

Eventually though about an hour later, aching and bruised they turned the last corner 
revealing the factory directly in front of them. Suddenly Daniel grabbed Linda, and pulled her 
into a group of bushes on their left, whilst motioning for her to be silent. Then ever so slowly 
he peered up over the dark green leaves to see if he had really seen what he thought he had. 

Surprisingly, the factory was still very much intact and untouched by the carnage of the 
rest of the town. Furthermore, walking around the perimeter were a small number of people. 
Real living people! Something however spooked Daniel about the situation as they were 
walking around in the open, with no fear of being seen. It was something that was most 
certainly not normal practice here. 

‘Something is wrong!’ his mind yelled. 


As he continued watching, two drones flew slowly around from the back of the factory, 
passing just a few metres over their heads. Shockingly, there was no reaction from either the 
people or the drones. It was difficult to see what was going on from their vantage point, and 
moving closer was probably not wise at this time. Instead, Daniel and Linda opted to return 
once more to the safety of their hideaway. There they could think about what they had seen, 
think about what it meant and about what to do. Later that evening Daniel sat facing Linda, 
once more silently running the event over in his mind. He knew he needed to see more, he 
needed to know what was going on there and why there were people freely walking around. 
Something inside him was telling him that it was important. 

“?’m going back to the factory to have a better look”, he announced finally, “I want to 
know what they’re doing there. | think | saw some binoculars the other day at a warehouse, 
they would make things easier.” 

Linda was extremely uneasy about the idea; “I think it’s too dangerous Daniel. Too big a 
risk. | can’t explain why, but I think that place is bad.” 

Daniel was adamant though, and there was nothing she could do to talk him out of the 
idea. His mind was already made up. Besides, there was nothing else to occupy his time here 
in the Parallel. 

Over the following days he prepared for his surveillance, retrieving the binoculars he 
had seen together with some dark clothing to camouflage himself. The preparations had a 
positive effect upon his morale. It gave him purpose to wake up each morning, something 
that had been gravely lacking over the last weeks. Finally, three days later, he set off alone 
early in the morning, having talked Linda into staying back in the safety of their hideout. 


It was a grey cloudy day, with quite a heavy drizzle coming down and a crisp cold wind. 
This in itself was probably a good thing he decided, as it would make it easier to blend in with 
the surroundings. Once again it took him just over an hour to reach the bushes where they 
had previously hidden. 

Settling down out of sight, he raised the binoculars, adjusted the focus and scoured the 
area. Soon enough he saw a group of three men come out of a door to the right and walk 
around towards the left corner of the building. They didn’t appear to talk to each other and 
upon closer scrutiny, Daniel could see their gaze was fixed straight ahead of them and that 
their eyes were blackened and lifeless. This confirmed the fear that had previously been 
gnawing away at his stomach. He was certain now that whatever the Darkness was, it was 
inside them and using their bodies for its own purpose, whatever that may be. 

As he continued watching, two drones flew at a low level round from the left-hand side 
of the building and stopped, hovering by the large loading-bay doors. With a clunking and 
grinding sound, the doors started to open slowly. The drones flew up vertically until they were 
about ten metres above the opening, acting as some sort of guard. Exactly what they were 
guarding against, Daniel had no idea. Once the doors were fully open, a group of five drones 
flew out of the factory door. It was then that it dawned on Daniel what he was watching and 
what the factory was doing. 

The Darkness must have taken control of the men he had seen, and probably others 
inside as well, and was using them to produce new drones. It made sense really, the 


machinery inside required physical hands to operate it. Whatever the Darkness was, it didn’t 
seem to have much in the way of a physical form, and it needed drones to hunt and kill the 
remaining survivors. Daniel had no idea how many there were left alive on the planet, but it 
couldn’t be many. 

Soon enough the whole of humanity would be wiped out. The end of civilisation as they 
knew it. The end of everything! 

He spent a couple of hours watching the movements around the building and taking 
notes. There were never more than four individuals outside at any given time. Exactly what 
they were doing, he couldn't tell from this distance, but he speculated that their bodies just 
needed to rest every so often. After the new drones had left the area, the two guard drones 
disappeared around to the back of the building, not to be seen again. 

‘Could these people be saved, or were they lost forever?’ 

It was a question that preyed on Daniel’s mind. Even if he could get to one of them, 
what would he do? The Darkness inside them would most likely alert others to his presence, 
before he could do anything. Besides, what could he really do? He had no way of extracting it 
from its host, and if he did somehow manage it, what then? Would it just infect him? Would it 
kill him on sight? The more he thought about it, on his way back to Linda, the more he 
decided there was really only one thing to do. Slowly, in the back of his mind, a plan was 
forming. Something that would give him a purpose, and free the infected people from their 
enslavement. At least in a way. 


Over the following days, Daniel returned to the factory area several times to keep watch 
and to take mental notes. He also scoured the surrounding area looking for possible places 
to hide, should he need a quick escape route. He didn’t involve Linda in his plans to start 
with, as he was certain she would think it too dangerous and not worth the risk. Daniel knew 
though that he needed to act, if not for the enslaved people, then for his own sanity. 


Daniel and Sarah went early to bed that night, so they would be awake in good time to 
contact Daniel’s doctor. He had already sent a message to the factory saying he had gone 
down with influenza and would possibly be off work all week. That would buy him some time 
to think and to decide what to do. Going back to the factory seemed too surreal at the 
moment, but worse, the building held some awful memories for him. 

Monday morning Sarah phoned the doctor and made an appointment for 10am, before 
going into the kitchen to prepare some breakfast. As Daniel woke about half an hour later, 
once again draped in a sweat-soaked tee-shirt, he wondered if his life would ever get back to 
normal, whatever normal was. He had read stories about soldiers who had problems 
adjusting to normal life after they left the service, but had never in his wildest dreams 
envisaged himself in that situation. Yet, here he was, trying his best to put the last year or so 
into some form of perspective. 

Walking over to the bedroom window, he stared out through the glass at the road 
below. The weather had turned since yesterday, with a strong wind pushing the falling rain 
sideways. 


‘What a difference a day makes’, he thought as a mother and child battling against the 
wind, caught his eye. The child, a boy, splashed in every puddle he came to, in his bright red 
Wellington boots. 


“Yeah what a difference a day makes!’ he repeated to himself. 


Showered and dressed, Daniel joined Sarah for breakfast before donning his raincoat 
and heading out of the door. Sarah came out just a moment after him in her yellow coat, with 
the hood pulled up and tightened around her face. Even wrapped up, Daniel still thought she 
looked gorgeous. 


The doctor’s surgery was only a twenty-minute walk from the house, but by the time 
they got there, they were pretty much soaked. Sitting in the waiting room, their dripping coats 
hanging on a nearby rack, Daniel tried to run through in his mind what he should tell the 
doctor. He wouldn't have time for the whole story, which he had yet to finish for Sarah. 
Besides, he was certain the doctor would think he had lost it. 


‘’m doing this for Sarah’ he told himself. He knew it would help her. 


The doctor’s surgery looked like any other medical room. On the left of the door was an 
examination bench, covered with a sheet of paper pulled out from a large roll attached to the 
headboard. The doctor’s dark wooden desk was to the right, with two vacant chairs awaiting 
them. 


Doctor Hopkinson was, Daniel guessed, in his forties. He was a quite a short man with a 
slender, yet trained body and short trimmed black hair. It was well known in the town that he 
had served in the military for several years before turning to the public sector. That was 
something of a comfort for Daniel considering what he was about to tell. As they all sat down 
after exchanging handshakes, Doctor Hopkinson started the conversation. 


“So Daniel, Sarah tells me you’ve been having problems sleeping these last few nights 
and that you are rather agitated. Would you like to tell me about what’s troubling you?” 

Daniel took a deep breath, while a voice in his head was saying, ‘Start at the beginning 
and keep focused’. Instinctively he reached out nervously and held Sarah’s hand. He could 
see her eyes telling him that everything was going to be okay. 

“Where to start? The more | say this out loud, the more | know how crazy it sounds. | 
don’t know, maybe | am losing my mind. It all started Friday night when | went to bed...” 

He spent the next fifteen minutes going through a shortened version of events, yet not 
going any further in his story than he had with Sarah. She did not need to hear the rest of it in 
here together with the doctor. For his part the doctor listened intently and professionally 
without interrupting, as he took notes on a lined paper block on his desk. As Daniel drew to a 
close, he sat for a few moments in his own thoughts before swivelling his chair around to face 
Daniel directly. 

“That’s quite a story, Daniel, and | can see that you believe it all to be true. However, 
sometimes we can have very vivid dreams. Dreams that our minds can’t distinguish from 
reality. On the other hand, maybe, you were somehow transported to a parallel universe, it’s 
difficult for me to say. Whichever is the case the outcome is the same. You believe it to be 


real, therefore the symptoms you're feeling are real as well. This is something | think you 
should see a specialist about, if that’s okay with you? Someone better equipped to deal with 
issues of the mind.” 

Daniel had not expected anything else. If someone had come to him and told him the 
same story, he would have suggested they got help as well. His doctor started typing on his 
computer, saying that unfortunately it could be a few months before Daniel received an 
appointment, as there was a substantial waiting list. He would however sign Daniel off work 
for the foreseeable future, and made them another appointment for a weeks’ time, something 
Daniel was relieved about. 


On the way home in the continuing rain, having stopped briefly to buy cake at a local 
bakery, Daniel felt compelled to share his feelings about his work place. 

“| don’t know if I'll ever be able to go back to the factory. It brings back too many bad 
memories. That’s where things went really downhill for me! There’s so much sadness 
connected to it.” 

Sarah stopped mid-step, and ignoring the driving rain looked into his eyes. 

“What happened at the factory?” 

“Pll tell you when we get home. Really I’d rather not, but | need you to hear the last bit.” 


CHAPTER 5 


It took Daniel over two weeks to work out the finer details of his plan in his head, and to 
assemble the items he needed to complete the task. That in itself was a physically difficult 
job, not made easier by having to constantly crouch and keep out of sight, and so by the end 
of three days gathering items his back was sore and his legs constantly going into cramps. 

Eventually, as things fell into place, he had no option but to confide in Linda about his 
plans. It was getting difficult to hide the truth from her, not to mention his latest supplies. 
Initially she was shocked and against it, but over a couple of days she slowly came around to 
the idea. She eventually said she saw it as a way to release her frustrations about being 
trapped here and so, together they spent the best part of the next month staking out the 
factory and planning. Unable to carry all they required in one go, they were forced to make 
stashes at strategic sites around the area. Daniel prayed that the items wouldn’t be 
discovered. 

Finally, the day arrived when they were ready to put their plan into action, ready to 
finally fight back and release some of their anger. 

“Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked before unlocking the door and leaving, 
“There is obviously a certain risk in what we’re doing” 

Linda stopped, took hold of his hand and looked him in the eye. 

“| want to do this... | need to do this. If we don’t react, what’s the point of us being here? 
This is for everyone that has died.” 


It was quite cold outside that morning, as a cold front had pushed in from the north. 
Although it wasn’t raining as they stepped outside, it looked like it was only a matter of time. 
Keeping well out of sight, something that had become second nature to them both, they 
made reasonably quick progress and soon arrived at their starting point. As Linda kept watch, 
Daniel retrieved a hidden backpack and made his way slowly towards the outer wall of the 
factory’s east side. There he placed the pack behind a pile of corrugated steel sheets, which 
over time had rusted through in places and fused themselves together. Next to the bag was 
a small gas canister and a half-filled petrol can, which he had stashed there a few days ago. 

Reaching his hand into the backpack he switched on the makeshift timer, put together 
from an analogue alarm clock and a battery powered ignition system. The rest of the 
backpack was filled with a homemade explosive package, fashioned from fertiliser and an 
accelerant. All of which, he had picked up from the same store as the binoculars. 


While at college, many years before, Daniel and two of his friends had been reading 
about the bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City during a 
modern history lesson, and had been intrigued enough to lookup how a bomb could be 
made out of everyday household items. It was a harmless inquisitiveness for knowledge that 
had all but gotten them thrown out of college, as one of his friends; Robert, had neglected to 
delete the browser history on the college computer in the library. The information was quickly 
picked up by the librarian, who promptly informed the headmaster. As all students had to log 
on to use the computer, it was easy to work out who had been reading up on the subject. 


Luckily for Daniel and his ‘co-conspirators’, the headmaster had called them into his office 
rather than contacting the police, something that would probably not have happened in later 
years as the worldwide threat of terrorism grew. After explaining their train of thoughts and 
with excessive pleading, they received a severe talking to and an official warning, stating that 
should another incident like it occur, they would all be expelled. 

Now, all these years later Daniel just hoped that he had remembered what they had 
read well enough for the contraption to work as he hoped, and not to get themselves blown 
up in the process. 


With the backpack hidden out of site, he took a moment to check that no-one was 
around, before making his way quickly back to Linda. It was going to take some time to get 
the devices set, but they were in no hurry. They only had one shot to pull this off, so each 
placement had to be perfect. 

Ever so carefully they circled around towards the next package site, as the sky above 
opened up to release its expected rain. What started as a slight drizzle soon intensified, and 
within minutes it was verging on torrential. Having to stay out of sight took them on a longer 
path along the factory wall, but soon enough and as per his plan, Daniel was setting the 
second explosive bundle. 

They worked for the next twenty minutes, placing all four devices before Daniel found 
himself at the back of the factory, right by the side of the main gas supply to the building. 
Three five-metre high white storage canisters were situated here, each approximately four 
metres in diameter. From the bottom of each stainless-steel pipes led out, eventually joining 
into one main feed, which then entered the building about three metres up the wall. From 
there, Daniel knew from his days working at the plant, they branched off inside and made 
their way all around the production line, some ending in smaller storage canisters. Daniel had 
checked the levels numerous times over the last week and found that very little was being 
used. 

He took his time setting this last package, which consisted of three interconnected 
backpacks. He made sure each was placed at what he had calculated was the best possible 
position. He had just set the last one and started the countdown, when he caught movement 
out of the corner of his eye and instinctively threw himself to the ground, cowering behind the 
left hand side gas canister, as footsteps approached. 

Two men walked past just a few metres in front of him. Their gaze was fixed straight in 
front of them and they paid no attention to the area where Daniel was hiding. For the first 
time he got to see their blackened eyes close-up. They were totally expressionless and 
lacking any detail, like the eyes of a shark, just a cold heartless black void where there once 
had been life. 

As the men continued on their way, Daniel felt more determined. What Linda and he 
were doing was the right thing. There was nothing left inside those bodies, he was sure of 
that now. Although ending any human life was wrong, this would free them. He kept out of 
sight for a few more moments, until he caught site of Linda signalling that it was safe to move. 
Then, as fast as possible he made his way over to her, checking his watch as he ducked 
down by Linda’s side. 


“Thirteen minutes until we blow this place. Let’s get to our lookout point.” 


They made it there five minutes before the bombs were set to go off, and crouched 
behind the bushes, not far from where they had hidden the very first time they had scoped 
out the factory. Daniel checked his watch again, the second hand on it seeming to take 
forever to complete a loop. He felt light-headed and his stomach was a concoction of 
excitement, fear, and anticipation. 

Finally, the second hand completed its final circuit and, as it approached the top, Daniel 
counted the final seconds in his head; five, four three, two, one. He ducked down lower 
expecting the sounds of explosions, but there was only silence. Bewildered he checked his 
watch again, turned his head to Linda and whispered. 

“Something’s wrong. There should’ve been...” but before he could finish his sentence 
they both jumped as the sound of the first explosion hit. It was closely followed by two more, 
about thirty seconds apart. The last two explosions came simultaneously, with the final being 
the gas supply. It was the loudest explosion Daniel had ever heard. 

The ground beneath them shook as an enormous fireball billowed up over the roof of 
the factory, vaporising the driving rain around it. Fire from the silos rushed along the stainless- 
steel pipes into the heart of the building, bursting past the safety valves that had long since 
seized due to lack of use and maintenance. The smaller internal storage sites exploded in a 
chain reaction, creating their own fireballs and incinerating nearby supplies. Other pipes 
ruptured under the sudden pressure, releasing the burning gas like flamethrowers. Soon all 
the combustibles inside were ablaze, spreading the destruction further. 

One section of the gas line threaded its way around the ceiling of the factory, having 
supplied the overhead heating system, which had been desperately needed during the long 
winter months. As each of these exploded in turn, they weakened the structure of the ceiling, 
which promptly started collapsing onto the enslaved workforce inside, engulfing them in a 
rain of flames and molten metal. 

After the initial explosion both Linda and Daniel raised their heads to watch what was 
happening, only to duck for cover again as the final series of packages went off. Shrapnel 
from one of the gas canisters was sent flying high into the air, a piece of which narrowly 
missed Daniel’s head as he dove for cover. Hearing her gasp, he swung around to Linda as a 
smaller piece of metal embedded itself in her upper arm. Instinctively she grabbed the piece 
and the wound beneath in a vain attempt to ease the pain. 

Suddenly the main cargo doors of the factory broke open and five figures emerged. All 
were on fire, some more so than others. As the leading figure fell to the floor, rolling onto its 
back and screaming, a dark cloud emerged from its mouth. It rose up a metre over the 
corpse, swirling around in a frenzy, as if trying to find a place to hide. Within seconds the 
mass started to dissipate as the daylight and heat from the fire ate away at its edges. Shortly 
afterwards it vanished completely. The same scene played out on the other bodies that had 
emerged from the building. 

Amongst the roaring sound of the raging fire, two drones emerged and tried to fly away 
from the flames. Two of the four engines on the first were already ablaze. It only made it a 
couple of metres up, before lurching sideways and falling back down to its fiery grave. The 


second faired a little better, gaining a height of about ten metres, before its engines 
spluttered and faltered, sending it too back down into the flames. 


Grabbing hold of Linda’s arm, Daniel pulled the embedded piece of metal out, forcing 
her to stifle a scream in the process. Then taking some cloth out of his jacket pocket, he tied 
it tightly around the wound. It was just as he was finishing up that they first heard the buzzing 
of drones, many drones! The sound seemed to be coming from all around them, and rapidly 
getting louder. As his eyes scoured the sky, they flew in at speed. He guessed there to be at 
least a hundred if not more. Some hovered over the burning factory, while others started 
combing the surrounding area. Daniel threw Linda a quick glance and whispered. 

“We’d better get out of here fast. I’ve never seen so many in one place before.” 

Linda nodded in agreement. “Are we still heading for the sewer over there?” she asked, 
pointing in the direction of a semi-collapsed two-story building. 

“Yeah. Keep low and follow me.” 

It was difficult going, trying to make speed whilst not getting noticed. All the time the 
buzzing from the assembled drones was getting louder and louder. Suddenly there was a 
thud-thud sound, and as Daniel spun around a projectile barely missed his head. His eyes 
met Linda’s, who had stopped still in her tracks. Her shocked and terrified expression told 
Daniel that she had been hit. Swinging round, he started back towards her, but her raised 
hand quickly stopped him in his tracks. 

As tears welled up in her eyes, her lips mouthed ‘RUN!’, and moments later her stomach 
erupted in an explosion of its own, the projectile inside having splintered. Soon after her 
battered torso fell limply to the rubble beneath her. 

Daniel’s body automatically continued its turn until he was back facing the sewer and 
standing upright now, he sprinted towards the manhole. Projectiles flew past him, as he did 
his best to zigzag at random. One grazed his left shoulder but was unable to embed itself. 
Without stopping he jumped feet first into the hole, landing and rolling on the two mattresses 
placed at the bottom. Quickly back on his feet, he continued his sprint knowing that the 
smaller drones would surely follow, and that they were just as deadly as the larger ones. 
Three metres along the sewer tunnel, his right hand grabbed a hanging rope and with a twist 
of his wrist he wrapped it around his fingers, tugging hard. At the far end of the rope a couple 
of small packages placed up against the tunnel ceiling exploded, bringing the ceiling stones 
crumbling down in a cloud of dust and rubble, blocking the path behind him. 

Only now did Daniel stop. He spun around to check that the tunnel had collapsed as he 
intended, whilst coughing as the fine concrete dust entered his lungs. Then in a fit of rage he 
hammered his right fist repeatedly into the stone wall. 

“Fuck! Fuck, fuck, fuck!’ For a moment he stood pounding the wall and slapping himself 
around his head. “Linda, what have | done?” he screamed at the top of his voice. 

Now was not the time to grieve though. It would not take long for the drones to find a 
way to follow him. Running again, he followed the map in his head, emerging half an hour 
later just a short distance from his base. After pausing a moment to check the sky, he dashed 


across the road and down the stairs. Once inside he turned the wheeled handle locking the 
door, and slumped onto one of the mattresses sobbing loudly. 


Daniel stared at the cup of cold coffee in front of him, having not touched a drop of it. 
Across the table from him Sarah sat speechless, her eyes fixed upon his face. 

“It was my fault. | killed her. If | hadn’t insisted on blowing up the factory, she would not 
have died. I’m as guilty as if I’d pulled the trigger myself” 

Sarah opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came out. What could she possibly say 
in response to such an extreme story? 

Daniel continued. “Everything went downhill from then on for me. It put me in a bad 
place, but in a way it also was the reason | woke up back here with you. But I’ll get to that 
another day, right now | don’t want to think about that place anymore, it hurts too much.” 

As Daniel left the room for a moment to compose himself, Sarah sat dumbstruck, staring 
at the table top. 


It wasn’t until two days later that Daniel felt he was capable of telling the final chapter of 
his story. The break did him good, but really his memories never left his head. They just 
stayed there lurking in the background and threatening his sanity. 

He found Sarah sitting with the newspaper in the early evening and asked if she wanted 
to hear the last part. Saying yes, she folded her newspaper and placed it on the low wooden 
coffee table in front of her. Daniel still had no indication as to whether she believed him, or if 
she was just humouring him. Either way, telling her about his experiences was helping him 
deal with the painful memories. It was a way for him to put the individual segments into some 
sort of order, as opposed to the jumbled mess inside his mind. 


He did not venture outside of his hideaway again for days after witnessing Linda’s 
death. All the satisfaction and excitement he should have been feeling after the destruction of 
the factory had evaporated in a millisecond. He had never experienced grief like this before. 
It tore at his heart. 

‘What should | have done differently? Should | have insisted that Linda had stayed 
here? It’s my fault, it’s all my fault!’ 

Only now did he fully understand the pain Charles had felt when he lost Emily. Only now 
could he understand why he did what he did. 

During the weeks that followed the attack, Daniel grew more and more distant from the 
reality he was living in, barely leaving the security of his room. His weight and health dropped 
rapidly, as he was eating only the bare minimum. Most of the days he spent staring at the 
opposite wall in disbelief of what had happened. He half expected to see Linda come through 
the door, carrying a backpack of supplies. Outside during the daylight hours, drone activity 
had increased to the highest level he had ever witnessed. They were obviously looking for 
him and seemed to have settled upon the area where he was, most likely having followed his 
path through the sewer. 


As the weeks turned into months, Daniel was on the edge of losing his sanity 
altogether. His knuckles were sore and bleeding from his recurrent punching attacks against 
the wall, the pain of which gave a brief release from the dull thumping in his head. 

‘Sarah’s gone, Charles and Emily are gone, and now Linda. All taken away from me. 
Why? Why do | have to live through this? Why me? | don’t deserve this hell! It’s not fair... IT’S 
NOT FAIR? 

Waking suddenly one night a few days later, with tears streaming out of his eyes, he 
stood and walked in subdued silence over to the heavy steel door. The circular handle gave a 
loud metallic groan, echoing out into the silence of the night as he turned it. Once unlocked, 
he pushed it open and walked emotionless out into the darkened centre of the street. Not 
bothering to hide himself, it took only a minute for a patch of the Darkness to race towards 
him. 

Arriving at his legs, it started to engulf him and pull itself up over his body. He could feel 
the pressure against him as it moved upward, crushing him like a Boa Constrictor. Reaching 
his chest, it tightened its grip each and every time he exhaled, starving his lungs of oxygen. 
Up close he could see that instead of being a single entity it looked more like a swarm of 
miniature creatures, all working together. As they reached his throat his arms involuntarily 
swung up, trying to claw them away. Daniel opened his mouth in a feeble attempt to breathe, 
but the Darkness flowed in and down into his larynx. He coughed and gasped one final time 
as the world around him faded away. 


Daniel’s body was shaking as he relayed the experience to a worried Sarah. At that 
moment he had been determined to die. Determined to put an end to the saga. 

“That's when | woke up in bed next to you, covered in sweat”, he said in a low 
monotone voice. “Somehow, dying there brought me back here. If only I’d known about that 
earlier.” 

He sat silently for a couple of minutes, staring into space before continuing. 

“| don’t know. Maybe it /s all in my head. Maybe it never happened. | don’t know what to 
believe anymore. It just seems so real to me. If | am going crazy, why does it seem so real? 
Why do | recall everything in such detail?” 


CHAPTER 6 


Three weeks had passed since Daniel’s return. He was still signed off work as his 
doctor could clearly see that he was having issues. He spent most of his days moping around 
the house. The memories from the Parallel had not gone away, but with each day that passed 
he grew more and more uncertain as to whether it had really happened. His doctor had 
hinted that he believed Daniel had gone through some form of mental collapse, and in a way 
that made more sense to Daniel than the parallel universe idea. 

He knew however, that he could not continue staying at home. Living on only Sarah’s 
salary was causing them to eat away at their hard earned savings. Sooner or later he would 
have to return to the workforce. He just didn’t know if it would be back at the car factory. On 
numerous occasions he asked himself the same question. 


‘Can | ever set foot in that wretched place again?’ 


It was a normal Saturday morning. They had woken up early and planned to go to the 
city, a good two-hour drive away, as there was a better selection of shops there. Not that they 
really intended to buy anything, but the walk down by the river was always nice. One café in 
particular, right by the waterfront had been a favourite of theirs for many years. They set off 
just after 9am, with Sarah driving and Daniel enjoying the scenery. It was a trip they had done 
many times before he had been taken away. It was however, their first trip since his return. 

As they approached the outskirts of the city, Daniel started getting an uneasy sickly 
feeling. He didn’t mention anything to Sarah, but although their journey took them along a 
familiar route, there was something wrong with the scenery. He could not point to exactly 
what it was, but the familiarity he should be feeling was strangely absent. Most of what he 
saw was as he remembered it, yet every so often there was something out of place. 
Sometimes something that should not be there, and other times things that were missing. 

‘This is not your version of home’, the voice in the back of his head told him, ‘It’s similar, 
but not the same’. The thought scared him, because the implications of it were huge. If this 
wasn’t his version of Earth, then the woman next to him wasn’t his Sarah. 

The road that morning was as busy as always, with shoppers heading into the city to 
pick up the latest bargains and things they didn’t really need. Soon enough, as normal for a 
Saturday morning, they found themselves in the midst of a slow-moving bumper to bumper 
queue. As Sarah turned the corner onto Bury Street, Daniel caught sight of a series of shops 
he didn’t recognise and his stomach lurched again. 

‘This is such a strange feeling’, he thought as they inched closer. The shops were 
constructed out of a reddish-orange coloured brick, although that was most likely just a 
facade covering a concrete shell. They looked relatively new. although not so new as to have 
been built within the last year. He was just about to comment on them to Sarah enquiring 
about them, when his eyes caught sight of the large red, white and green sign on the wall of 
one of them. It was for a fruit and vegetable shop called Linda’s. Instantly his mind was 
thrown back to a conversation he had with Linda about two months before she had died. 


They had returned to their room after retrieving a fresh supply of water one very cold 
afternoon and had settled in for the night. As usual their conversation had wandered between 
topics as it often did, until they got talking about what Daniel did for a living. After explaining 
all about his responsibilities at the factory, he asked Linda about what she did for a living and 
whether it was what she had planned. 

Linda had blushed slightly with a smile on her face, “Promise not to laugh?” she asked, 
“lve actually always had a dream of owning my own shop. To be my own boss.” 

Considering the predicament they were in, instead of sounding ridiculous or silly it 
actually sounded like a great plan. A small piece of normality in a world that was far from 
normal. 

“And what would you sell in this shop of yours?” he asked semi-jokingly. 

“Fruit and vegetables, but not just the average everyday ones. | want to supply people 
with the best quality products and the best exotic produce. It all sounds so stupid now, | don’t 
think there’s many customers for me here... besides, the supply chain here sucks!” she 
laughed half-heartedly. 


As the memory faded again, Daniel could not believe his eyes. A shop just as Linda had 
dreamt about in an area that, according to his memory was a vacant site. 

‘It must just be a coincidence’, his reason told him. Yet he could not possibly pass by 
without going in and checking, just in case. He had no idea what he really expected to find in 
there and doubted very much that it could actually be her, but felt drawn to the building. 

“Stop the car!” he announced suddenly, making Sarah jump. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Please Sarah, pull over by those shops on the right. | need to see something. It’s 
important!” 

Sarah slowed suddenly, much to the annoyance of the car behind them, and waited for 
a break in the busy oncoming traffic, then turned into the parking area in front of the 
shopping complex. Daniel sat for a moment looking at the facade in disbelief before asking. 

“How long have these shops been here?” 

All the while his eyes were fixed upon the red, white and green signage on the front 
wall. Sarah looked up at the brick wall in front of them a little puzzled. 

“’m not sure. A couple of years maybe. We’ve never stopped here before. Why are we 
here Daniel? Is it because of the name up there on the wall?” 

The lettering of the sign was too big for her to miss, yet although she had seen it many 
times before, it was only now that she made a mental connection to Daniel’s story. 

“’m not sure, but | need to go inside. | need to check something”, he said in a quiet 
voice. Then turning to face her he added, “Please... Just wait in the car. I'll be back in a minute 
or SO.” 


The brightly lit interior of the shop was larger than the facade hinted at, stretching a 
long way back from the car park at the front. The walls were clad in a vast shelving system 
packed with an abundance of produce, much of which Daniel could not identify. In the middle 


of the white tiled floor were two large round display stands, while off to his right was a cash 
desk where a young man busily scanned items for an elderly customer. Next to the furthest 
display from him a young woman, about eighteen he guessed, was busy lifting boxes of fruit 
from the trolley by her side onto the display. Deciding she was his best option, Daniel 
approached her. 

“Excuse me. Sorry to disturb you, but | was just passing in my car and saw your shop. 
Um, the name outside on the wall. Who is Linda?” 

The member of staff looked away from the pile of apples in front of her and up at him. 
He could tell from her expression that it was not the usual type of question she received. 
Quite rightly so, and it could possibly get even weirder. 

“Linda is the owner of the shop.” 

“Is she here at work today?” Daniel enquired, feeling slightly dizzy again as the sick 
sensation in his stomach returned. 

“Yeah, she’s in the office out back. Why do you ask?” 

Unable to say why he had really stopped, Daniel asked if he could possibly speak with 
the owner, before following the young girl over to a telephone attached to the wall by the 
side of the potato stand. Picking up the receiver, she dialled a number on the keypad and 
started speaking to the recipient. Daniel tried his best to follow the conversation, but it was 
difficult whilst only hearing one half of it. 

“Hi Linda, there’s a man here who would like to speak to you... He didn’t say... | don’t 
know... Okay, hang on a second...” 

Then turning back to Daniel, she said, “Linda’s rather busy at the moment, she wants to 
know if it’s important?” 

‘It can’t be the same person, that’s not possible! Linda died... but there again, | died 
too... yet I’m here now!’ his mind screamed. Daniel had to think quickly, the voice in his head 
telling him not to give up. Calmly he replied. 

“Yeah, | understand if she’s busy, but | think it’s important that | speak with her. Can you 
give her a message? Say, ‘Daniel has just returned from the Parallel’, and ask her if it means 
anything?” 

The girl looked extremely puzzled and rather annoyed about wasting her time, but 
relayed the message word for word and waited for a response. 


Linda had been working on the accounts in front of her computer all morning and was 
getting rather tired of them as she often did, when the telephone rang. Picking it up, she took 
a sip of water from the glass in her other hand and answered. After a quick exchange, her 
employee relayed a message to her; ‘Daniel has just returned from the Parallel.’ 

Her hand lost its grip on the glass she was holding, which fell to the floor splashing 
water across the tiles and splintering into twenty pieces. The room around her started to spin 
and she instantly felt as though she was going to be sick. 

‘That’s not possible, it’s a trick. It can’t be Daniel... it never happened... | was never 
there! It was all in my mind!’ 


She could feel her hand shaking as she answered, “I’ll be right out.” 


Daniel was extremely apprehensive as he stood waiting for the owner to arrive. The 
sheer fact that she was coming out to see him meant something, but he did not exactly know 
what. 

‘Could this possibly be the same Linda? Had she also returned after she died?’ 

A door opened diagonally across the shop from where Daniel was standing, and a 
silhouetted figure stepped out. As she walked out into the main shop area the overhead 
lighting caught her face. Daniel felt his jaw drop as he recognised her. It was without doubt 
the very same Linda that he had met in the Parallel, although she did look slightly older with a 
few more lines on her face. 

Leaving the shop girl behind, Daniel hastily made his way across the shop. Linda burst 
into tears halfway to him, unable to keep her composure. As they met halfway, she threw her 
arms around his waist in the biggest hug she had given for years. Daniel could feel her body 
shaking as he held her tight. 

“| watched you die. The drone shot you from behind... You told me to run”, he mumbled 
as tears welled up in his own eyes and a lump formed in his throat, making it difficult to talk. 
Linda gasped between her own tears, trying to get enough air into her lungs to be able to 
speak. 

“| don’t believe it’s you! You’re really here. It happened, it fucking happened... I’ve spent 
so many hours with my psychiatrist. He eventually convinced me it was all in my head... that | 
imagined it... but | didn’t. It happened! All those years... | wasn’t fucking crazy!” 

Daniel pulled back slightly, looking at her face. He was right about her looking older, it 
was more obvious now, yet how could she be older? Linda could see from his expression 
what he was thinking, as she dried her eyes with a tissue from her pocket. 

“| think you were right about there being many parallel universes. This certainly isn’t the 
one | originally came from. | arrived here eight years before | left... | can’t explain how. That 
was something else my psychiatrist said was just not possible, he used it to convince me 
everything was in my head. You though! Just look at you... you look exactly how | remember 
you. How long have you been back?” 

Daniel told her about waking up in his own bed after being consumed by the Darkness, 
he opted to leave out the part about it being a suicide. They could talk about that later. Right 
now, he was just pleased not to be the only one to remember that awful time. He had been 
having his own doubts about it, but not anymore. Now he had proof that it was all real. 

Needing to talk in depth about what had happened to them, instead of just shaking 
hands and walking away, Linda suggested meeting in the café next door and while she sorted 
things with her staff, Daniel went back to the car to get Sarah. He found her standing by its 
side looking at a fruit display in front of the building. 

She looked up at his approach and was about to ask what had happened inside, when 
he threw his arms around her waist and kissed her. 

“Come, we’re going over to the café next door. This is so weird, but there’s someone 
you need to meet and another story you need to hear.” 


The inside of the café was small but tidy and clean. To the right of the door was a long 
stainless-steel counter housing various cakes and biscuits under glass domes. Behind that 
stood a large coffee machine and three fridges containing cold drinks. To the left of the door 
were several dark wooden tables, each with four chairs placed neatly around them. It was 
quite empty still being relatively early, with only two couples sitting at their tables by the 
window. 

Daniel ordered two black coffees from the sole member of staff working that morning, 
and sat with Sarah at a table by the back wall, as they waited for their order. 

“Why are we in here Daniel?” Sarah asked, “Surely you’re not a telling me that you 
actually met this Linda of yours?” 

For his part Daniel just smiled, asking her to be patient, and about five minutes after 
they had sat down, the front door opened and Linda walked in. After spotting them at the 
back, she bought a bottle of cola and walked over, stopping opposite Daniel, who started the 
introductions. 

“Sarah, | understand that it’s been difficult for you to truly believe my story. | know 
you’ve had problems with it. | understand, | would too if | were in your shoes... but things are 
different now. Sarah this is Linda, the girl from the Parallel I’ve told you about. Linda, meet my 
wife; Sarah.” 

Sarah’s jaw dropped as Linda said a quick hello and pulled a chair out, sitting down 
opposite Daniel. For a moment she was silent, as she tried her best to fathom what was going 
on. Then after taking a sip from the bottle she had just purchased, she turned her attention to 
Sarah. 

“| don’t know what Daniel has told you about me, or about being... there, but maybe you 
could listen to my version of things.” 

Sarah gave a polite smile, “Daniel’s been talking about you and this Parallel a lot, but to 
be honest I’ve been unsure whether it all actually happened.” Turning her head to her 
husband she continued, “No offence Daniel, but it is kind of a crazy story.” 

Linda laughed at the comment so much that she choked slightly on the cola in her 
mouth. Stories don’t get much crazier than theirs. 

“Yeah, | can relate to that. I’ve had the same doubts from my shrink for years now. To 
think he actually convinced me that it didn’t happen!” She took another mouthful of drink 
before continuing. 

“Let’s see. | guess I’d better start at the beginning, although the details are most likely 
blurry now. It’s been a while since I’ve even thought about it.” 


CHAPTER 7 


Linda had been feeling slightly ill for a couple of days and was convinced she was 
coming down with a cold, or even worse influenza. She had a constant headache, her body 
was aching all over and each night she was having the weirdest, almost delirious dreams. The 
symptoms never morphed into full blown influenza though, and after three days she had 
reluctantly agreed to meet up with a friend for a cup of coffee. That was the Thursday 
afternoon she had spent with her friend, Amanda. 

Early that evening, Linda’s symptoms were on the increase again, and on the advice of 
Amanda, she headed home and climbed under her duvet. With a headache pounding at the 
front of her skull, she tried her best to relax and fall asleep, convinced that all would be better 
in the morning. It was a couple of hours before she finally fell into a restless disturbed sleep, 
full of incoherent images and thoughts, while her heart pounded in her chest at an almost 
critical rate. 

She woke suddenly, feeling disoriented and as though she had not slept at all. Quickly 
raising her hands to block the sudden brightness of daylight entering her eyes, and making 
her headache unbearable, she tried to peer around her bedroom to see where it was coming 
from. Was it already morning? Had she left the light on? Through the crack of her eyelids, the 
scene before her came as a total shock. Her room, and in fact the whole building, was gone. 
Instead of being in her bed, she was laying on a hard concrete floor amongst what appeared 
to be a pile of rubble from a collapsed building. Still squinting against the brightness, she 
stood and looked around her, as she muttered. 

“What the fuck! Where am I?” 

Confused, she moved forward but her foot slipped on the loose bricks covering the 
floor, causing her to fall to her knees. Everything was so different, unfamiliar, and suddenly 
she felt very afraid. She carefully picked herself up again, walked free of the rubble and out 
into the street whilst calling out. 

“Hello... is there anyone there? Hello?” 

Hearing no reply, and not being able to see anyone around, Linda walked slowly up the 
street, wondering what had happened to her. From what she saw around her though, she 
could not get any answers. All the buildings in front of her looked the same. All were fully 
destroyed or partially collapsed. As her fear grew, tears started rolling down her cheeks. 
Reaching the remains of a petrol station on the corner of the road, she sat huddled against 
the part of a wall and door, openly weeping. 

‘Where am |? Please someone, anyone... please help me!’ her mind screamed in 
desperation. She sat there for almost five minutes, crying audibly until a sudden movement 
caught her attention. Looking up she saw the crouching figure of a man moving swiftly 
towards her. 

“Who are you? How did | get here? Where am I?” she demanded. 


Linda took another mouthful from her bottle before placing it once again on the table in 
front of her. 


“That’s when | met Daniel”, she explained, “If he hadn’t found me there... well, | don’t 
know what | would have done! | wouldn’t have made it through that first night.” 


Sarah listened intently over the following half hour as Linda told of her experiences with 
Daniel. Much of the story she had heard before, but at some points Linda had more detail or a 
more accurate recollection. Finally, Linda got as far as the attack on the factory. She told of 
keeping watch as Daniel planted the devices, and of the explosion that followed. 

“AS we were running for the sewer,” she continued, “I felt a sudden sharp pain in the 
middle of my back and knew I'd been shot. | tried to shout ‘run’, but no words came out. 
That’s when things got even weirder.” 

“Everything around me went black and | could feel my body exploding. As | screamed in 
pain, | suddenly sat bolt upright in my bed at home.” 


Looking around her bedroom, Linda’s brain was having serious problems accepting the 
view in front of her eyes. She closed them again tightly for a minute, not sure what to expect, 
but as she opened them once more the scene was strangely the same. It was her bedroom 
alright, yet something about it was wrong, out of place. The room was familiar, but not as 
familiar as it should be. Inside her head she had an unnerving nagging feeling, which she 
managed to ignore briefly while she tried to recall what had just happened to her. 

‘We were running for the safety of the sewer after... after the attack. That’s right, we 
blew up the factory, Daniel and I. Where’s Daniel?’ 

Quickly she spun around and looked around the room again, ‘I got hit by something... I... 
| got shot... | died! How can! be here now? In my bedroom if I’m dead?’ 

Instinctively she reached down to her torso half expecting to feel her blood oozing out. 
It was then that it dawned on her, her mind suddenly realising what was wrong with the 
bedroom. It was her bedroom alright, but in the flat she had moved out of two years before. 

‘How can | be in my old flat?’ her mind asked the empty room. 

She swung her legs around onto the grey carpeted floor and stood up, noticing that 
they were shaking visibly. Then, dressed in only her sweat soaked tee-shirt, she left the 
bedroom and went into the living room, which also served as the dining room. It was just as 
she remembered it with everything in its place, but she should not be here now. She should 
be across the other side of the town. 

‘I’ve moved away from here’, her mind protested yet again. Am / dreaming? Was it all 
just a weird dream?’ 

Her train of thought was interrupted abruptly by a mobile ringing back in the bedroom. 
Returning, she found it on top of a low wooden cabinet by the side of the bed, and her 
confusion deepened as she picked it up noting how outdated it seemed. From the screen, 
she could see it was Amanda ringing, and feeling even more confused, she answered it. 

“Hi Amanda, the weirdest thing is going on here...” 

Amanda cut her off suddenly, obviously not having heard to a word she had said. 


“Where on Earth have you been? I’ve been calling all morning. You’ve already missed 
the first two classes. Did you oversleep?” Not getting an answer from Linda she continued. 
“Hello... are you there?” 

Linda’s confusion was deepening rapidly. ‘Classes? What the heck is she talking about?’ 
Thinking quickly, she explained she was feeling ill and asked if Amanda could come around 
as soon as possible. It wasn’t a lie. As far as she was concerned she had just been shot and 
died. ‘If that doesn’t count as feeling ill, then what does?’ 


While she waited for Amanda’s arrival, Linda had a shower, wanting to wash the sweat 
from her body, while hoping the warm water would have a much needed calming effect. 
Afterwards she continued investigating her flat, ‘my o/d flat} she corrected herself. It was just 
as she remembered it, with its wall to wall carpeting and white paint. Against the opposite 
wall from the bedroom door was her grey sofa, which could be converted to a bed, and to the 
right of that was a small table, which at a tight squeeze could seat four, as long as they were 
close friends. Picking up a newspaper and a letter from the floor by the front door, she went 
over and sat at the table. Then looking briefly at the letter, she assumed it was a bill, judging 
by its plastic window revealing her address and cast it to one side, as her eyes once more 
scanned around the room. 

‘How can this be? It’s not possible!’ 

Turning her attention back to the newspaper, she was about to read the leading story 
when the date caught her eye. 

‘What the..? That can’t be right. Thursday the fourth of May 2017! What’s going on?’ 

Quickly she opened the envelope she had picked up, and finding an electric bill inside, 
scanned the date; 28.04.2017. She could feel a sickening feeling brewing, like the feeling of a 
lie about to be revealed. 

‘No that cannot be right. It must be some kind of trick. | must be dreaming!’ 


Fifteen minutes later, having checked the date on the mobile phone by the bed multiple 
times and watched the news headlines on the television in the corner, she returned to the 
table and slumped into a chair in total disbelief. She stayed there for the following hour just 
staring at the walls in a daze until the doorbell rang, making her jump. Gathering her thoughts 
again she hurried over to the front door, unlocked it with the worn catch and opened it. Her 
friend stood in the hallway. 

“Are you okay Linda?” Amanda asked. “You don’t look too good.” 

Linda motioned her in the direction of the sofa and followed after swinging the door 
shut behind them with an audible clunk. 

“To be honest, | don’t know.” Her voice was dry and broken as she spoke. “This is all 
very strange... | just... | just don’t feel right. Um... what’s the date today?” 

“The fourth of May”, Amanda’s voice sounded concerned now, her fears for her friend’s 
wellbeing growing rapidly inside her. 

“Okay... look, | know this sounds crazy, believe me... but what year is it?” Linda 
continued. 


Amanda reached out and took hold of Linda’s arm. She took a moment to look properly 
at her friend, finally noticing her pale, almost translucent skin and fear filled sunken eyes. 

“Have you banged your head or something? Or are you just plain shit crazy? It’s still 
2017, as it has been since New Year!” 

Sudden tiredness and the distinct feeling of displacement caused a further drop in the 
blood supply to Linda’s brain. As the world around her went suddenly bright and then faded 
rapidly into tunnel vision, she managed to sit down on the sofa moments before losing 
consciousness and slumping onto her right-hand side. She awoke again a short time later to 
find she was laying on her back with her legs raised up over the armrest of the sofa, and 
Amanda propped on the edge by her side. 

“You passed out,” Amanda said, “I guess you really are ill.” 


Feeling relaxed for the first time in ages, Linda looked again at the room around her and 
concluded she really was in her old flat. Which meant it was 2017. She knew it didn’t make 
sense, yet somehow when she died in the Parallel and was returned to this version of the 
Earth, she had travelled back in time. She remembered Daniel mentioning he thought that 
there were possibly many parallel universes, all coexisting whilst all being slightly different to 
each other. 

‘l don’t think this is the one I’m originally from!’ she told herself as a memory from the 
depths of her mind flashed suddenly before her eyes. 

‘Was it not back in 2017 when | was just millimetres qway from being hit by a lorry?’ 

She had been cycling to college one morning when an articulated lorry turned left in 
front of her without warning, forcing her to swerve suddenly to avoid it. She never really knew 
how she managed not to be hit, but ended up instead smashing her head against a shop 
window and spending the following couple of days in bed with a raging headache. 

‘Is it possible that I’ve somehow replaced the Linda from this reality, and in doing so 
avoided the lorry?’ 

Linda shuddered involuntarily at the thought, feeling overwhelmingly sorry for the Linda 
that may just have died. There was nothing she could do about that though. Whatever the 
cause of this was, whatever had happened, she was here now and not dead. It was difficult to 
fathom and she could only guess it would take time to adjust. 

Pulling her feet off the armrest, Linda swung her legs around and sat slowly up still 
feeling shaky. At the same time Amanda moved over to lean against the opposite armrest. 

“Are you in a hurry, Amanda?” Linda asked. “There’s something | need to talk to 
someone about. Something crazy has happened to me.” Amanda shook her head so Linda 
continued. 

“Where do | start?” 

The most logical beginning point in her story was in fact the end. Waking up earlier that 
morning. She hoped the rest would fall into place after that. 

“| realise this sounds ridiculous and | ask that you to listen to what | have to say before 
commenting. It’s just that, as far as I’m concerned it’s 2025, not 2017...” 


Amanda Sat silently while Linda ran through a short version of what had happened to 
her; meeting Amanda for coffee regardless of feeling ill, the Parallel, Daniel, the factory and 
finally waking up in her old flat that morning. After Linda’s story drew to a close, they sat in 
silence for a couple of minutes before Amanda eventually spoke. 

“| don’t really know what to say. That is some story. Did you make it up this morning? Or 
have you been planning it for some time?” 

Linda had to laugh to herself. It was after all an understandable reaction. If she was at 
the other end of the sofa, she would have thought the same. In fact she’d most likely be 
phoning the doctor by now. 


Looking out through the café window at the parked cars, Linda took a moment to think 
about what to tell next. All the years she had spent suppressing her memories made it difficult 
to process them without becoming emotional. 

“Did you ever convince Amanda that it was all real?” Daniel enquired. 

That made Linda laugh. It had certainly not been easy those first few months. In fact it 
hadn’t ever been easy, what with the fear and recurring nightmares. 

“I’m not sure really. | think deep down inside she wanted to believe me, but she wasn’t 
really ready to take the ‘leap of faith’. Although she did go pale one day, when | told her that | 
knew she had a crush on a guy called Christopher! In my previous timeline she told me that 
about a year later.” 

“What did you do then?” Sarah asked, speaking for the first time in a while. 

“Il wasn’t in a good place in the weeks that followed. | was constantly tired and had the 
most horrific nightmares each night. Eventually, on Amanda’s advice | went to my doctor, who 
quickly sent me on to a psychiatrist, as he felt ill-equipped to deal with my issues himself.” 

“In the months that followed, my psychiatrist convinced me it was all in my head. He 
said | had suffered some sort of mental trauma and that my subconscious mind had 
fabricated the whole thing. The hospital ran numerous tests but could never pinpoint what 
exactly was wrong. There was no swelling or tumour, or anything like that. Eventually they just 
stopped looking.” 

“Even though | knew it had happened, over time | started to doubt myself and 
eventually just accepted their version of reality as being the correct one. My memories never 
really went away. | just learned, with help, to put them in a box and close the lid. It was easier 
that way. For the last eight years, I’ve felt like I’ve been living in constant déja vu.” 


Daniel reached across the table, taking hold of Linda’s hand. He knew something of 
what she had gone through and could only imagine how difficult the last eight years had 
been. Not only did Linda have to deal with the painful memories from the Parallel, she also 
had the added problem of coming back to a different time. 

“It must have been so difficult for you, coming back alone with no one to talk to. No one 
who believed you. At least you finally got the shop you talked about.” Daniel tried, to lighten 
the tone a little. 


Linda smiled. “Yeah, | decided to use my bonus years wisely. To follow my dream, 
regardless of what people thought. It wasn’t easy and took a lot of hard work, but | got there 
eventually. | was always in fear of waking again back there though.” 

She emptied the last drops of her cola before continuing. “I tried to look you up about a 
year after | came back. | couldn’t find you though. Do you know how many Daniels there are 
in this town? Way too many and | didn’t know your surname! 

“| don’t know what | would have done if | had found you though. It would have been 
impossible to just say hello. You would have been in a different place and would not have 
known who | was.” 


They carried on talking for another twenty minutes before Linda had to return to work, 
with a promise to meet up the next day. There was still so much to talk about, so many 
questions she had. Daniel and Sarah stayed at the table for a while longer. Daniel swirled the 
cold remains of his coffee around in the bottom of his mug, watching it cling momentarily to 
the sides before succumbing once more to gravity and returning to the bottom. Then looking 
up at Sarah’s he asked. 

“So, what do you think? Do you believe me now?” 

Sarah took a moment to think before answering as things had certainly changed now. 
She had been ready to accept that it was really all in Daniel’s mind, which was after all the 
most logical explanation. But now, with another person corroborating his story, it was 
completely different. 

“To be honest | don’t know what to believe anymore. This is a lot stranger than | first 
thought, and it was pretty strange to start with. In a way, | could accept the idea that it was all 
in your head, but now... now we’re not only talking about a parallel universe... we’re talking 
about time travel as well. | can’t get my head around it at the moment. | need some time to 
think.” 


CHAPTER 8 


Whilst sitting at the table in his kitchen reading the latest news on his tablet, as a cup of 
tea cooled in front of him, it was difficult for Daniel to believe that it had already been two 
years since his unexpected return to Sarah. The time seemed to have flashed by without him 
even noticing, with weeks quickly turning into months and months into seasons. The last 
winter had been long, dark and cold, bringing back many unpleasant memories. Thankfully 
though, the days were once again getting longer and a hint of summer was in the air. 


Just over a week after their first encounter with Linda, Sarah had come into the living 
room one afternoon to talk with Daniel about how she felt. She explained that she accepted 
his story as the truth, but had no idea how it could have happened. Daniel couldn’t have 
arranged the whole thing together with Linda. Since he had started talking about the Parallel, 
they hadn’t been separated for any length of time, and to have arranged it all in the time 
before then, seemed unlikely. 

“| don’t think I’ll ever get my head around it,” she had said, “but there’s really no other 
logical explanation as to how Linda could tell the same story as you. It’s crazy... and sounds so 
impossible... as though it was out of a science fiction book, but it has to be true. Nothing else 
makes any sense.” 

They kept the appointment Daniel’s doctor had made with the psychiatrist, seeing it as 
an opportunity for Daniel to release some of the issues he was dealing with. Now however it 
was not a case of trying to find out what was causing his de/usions. Daniel insisted though 
there was no point telling the psychiatrist about finding Linda. 

Sarah accompanied him on the trip that morning to the clinic, which was on the outskirts 
of town about an hour away by car, through the busy town centre. It was on the ground floor 
of the psychiatrist’s private house, accessed through a separate white door to the left of the 
main entrance. A small hall led to a neutrally white waiting room, with a grey sofa by the 
window on the right. On the left hand side was a fairly new looking table and chair set, and a 
cold water dispenser stood in the far corner, next to another door. The light coming through 
the window caught the blueish tint of the plastic bottle, sending wavy reflections up over the 
ceiling that danced in correspondence with the movements of the water, resulting from their 
footsteps on the floorboards. 

Daniel and Sarah waited on the sofa for ten minutes before the door next to the water 
dispenser opened, revealing a short man in his late thirties. He ushered them into the 
smallish cream painted consultation room, where they sat on the black wooden chairs as 
directed, the psychiatrist sitting just opposite Daniel. He ran briefly through what the doctor 
had told him in his referral, and what Daniel could expect from the first meeting, before asking 
him to explain in his own words what was troubling him. 

Sitting silently he listened intently to Daniel’s retelling of his experiences, before 
offering practical help on how to deal with his thoughts. Obviously, he explained his 
memories were false, something created by his mind. The psychiatrist referred him for 
various tests and brain scans to try to find the root cause, but they all eventually came back 
showing nothing of importance. After three more visits to the somewhat baffled psychiatrist, 


both Daniel and Sarah agreed that it was having no positive effect. In fact, his conversations 
with Linda were helping him in ways his psychiatrist could never achieve. 


Daniel was finally back working at the factory now. Finding Linda alive and well had 
diminished the trauma he had previously associated with the building. It truly felt like a weight 
had been lifted free of his shoulders. Understandably though, he had been extremely 
apprehensive on his very first day back. He had woken early that morning, two hours before 
he intended to be get out of bed. Laying in the dark, he tried to think back to his time there 
before the Parallel. He had enjoyed his job and the comradeship he had with his colleagues. 

‘Will it be the same now?’ he asked the dark ceiling, ‘’ve changed so much since | was 
last there’. Once again images of the devastation surrounding the factory started filling his 
head; turning round, catching sight of Linda, the moments before her stomach exploded; they 
sent an involuntary shiver down his spine. Suddenly the analogue alarm clock on the bedside 
cabinet abruptly interrupted his thoughts, needlessly indicating that he should wake up, and 
whisking him away from the terrifying sight. 

Breakfast that morning had been a subdued affair. He had little appetite but managed to 
force a bowl of yoghurt and some toast down. Sarah kept telling him everything would be 
fine, and that he would soon fall back into the daily routine of the place, but it did little to ease 
the sickening feeling he had. He felt like a prisoner on death row, as he sat on the bus that 
morning for the short ride to the corner of the road, that led up to the factory gates. Watching 
the scenery flow past, his gut was telling him to get off and run, or better still to hide out of 
sight and in safety. That was not an option though, he needed to move on. He needed to put 
things behind him and accept the future as it came. It was the only way he could continue 
without driving himself completely mad. 

Much to his relief, his restart had not been as traumatic as he had feared. His colleagues 
accepted him back after what for them was only a couple of week’s absence, and he soon fell 
back into the mundane routine of normality. On that first day, he had walked out and around 
the building during his lunch break to get some fresh air. Every so often he stopped, looking 
around at the outer wall of the building. Each time was at a spot where he had planted one of 
the explosive devices. Images of the backpacks and crouching out of sight were still vivid in 
his mind. As he followed the gas supply pipes back inside, he froze suddenly upon seeing 
two workers approaching him. There were many employees in the company, and a lot of 
them Daniel had never worked directly with, but these two he recognised instantly. They 
were two of the enslaved people Linda and he had seen walk the perimeter wall, back in the 
Parallel. Fear grasped him momentarily and it took all his willpower to calm himself down 
enough to be able to walk past them. As he nodded a polite hello, he could not stop himself 
asking over and over. 

‘Were they inside when | blew this place up? Did | murder them?’ 

Since his return, he had thought a lot about the attack, second guessing his decisions. 
He was still tormented as to whether he had released the occupants from their nightmare, or 
whether he had just killed them all. 


“You're not a murderer’, he reassured himself, ‘You set them free. What you did was 
justified, it was the only thing to do’: Yet he could never completely extinguish the idea that 
maybe somehow he could have enticed the Darkness out of them and truly freed them. 


Linda came around to Sarah and Daniel at least once a week for a meal. There was an 
invisible bond between Daniel and her that went way beyond normal friendship. This was 
something Sarah had accepted early on and in fact encouraged, as it gave Daniel a forum to 
talk. 

On one such occasion at the start of May that year, the conversation turned to how they 
had been transported back and forth between their reality and the Parallel. Daniel had been 
reading as much as he could find on the subject, which, putting all the science fiction books 
to one side, was very little. The most informative and thought provoking of the documents he 
found was the writings of Stephen Hawking, but it was a subject few took seriously. 

“Do you think we were the only ones who ended up there, or could there be others like 
us? Others that were torn away from their lives and are just as affected as we are. Is it not 
possible that other people are also trying desperately to come to terms with their 
experiences?” Linda asked after a long silence. 

It was a question that had crossed Daniel’s mind numerous times as well. If they had 
been thrown into that nightmare was it not possible, or even likely, that others had as well? 
There was nothing particularly special about them, and apart from their shared experiences, 
Linda and he had originally very little in common. Now as he sat looking across the dimly lit 
dining table, it started to seem more and more likely that they were not alone with this. 
Having Linda to talk to about what had happened, had helped him so much, as it had Linda. 
Maybe together, they could assist potential others like them in some sort of ‘he/p’ group. 

“It guess it’s a possibility, there’s no reason why we were special”, he commented after 
thinking things through, “but what should we do about it? Should we try to find others, 
somehow? Maybe on the internet... | don’t know, the problem is that we could well end up 
looking like some sort of crackpot conspiracy theory.” 

Linda burst out laughing and almost choked on her glass of red wine. 

“Look like a conspiracy theory? We are a conspiracy theory! But seriously though, | think 
it could be a good idea. I’m just not sure how we could go about it, | mean without looking 
like total crackpots.” 


In the weeks that followed, Daniel thought a lot about the subject. Getting in contact 
with any others wasn’t as easy as it sounded. Especially considering they wanted to avoid the 
general lunatics. After his initial attempt online it soon became obvious that they really only 
started to attract a mixture of mentally unstable people and those who replied to every 
conspiracy theory on the internet, in a desperate need for interaction with anybody. He 
closed their first Facebook group only a week after starting it, having been bombarded with 
everything from anti-government freaks to religious people claiming the end of the world. 
Ironically, the latter were closest to what Daniel and Linda had experienced. 


After considerable thought, and armed with a new game-plan they penned together, 
Daniel and Linda relaunched the Facebook group a month later. This time they were 
considerably more discrete with the information they gave out, opting to hint at the real 
reason for the group rather than laying it out for all to read. Their optimism upon starting it 
soon faded however, as nothing more than a few unrelated contacts wanted to join up. As the 
weeks turned into months with no success, they both felt like giving up. Maybe they had 
been the only ones there after all. Daniel’s finger hovered over the delete button on 
numerous occasions. It was only on Sarah’s advice that he left the page open. 

“If there are others out there, they may be too terrified to contact you. They are most 
likely scared of making a spectacle of themselves, of being ridiculed. Give them a chance and 
see what happens.” she advised. 

It was only after a six month wait that they received their first substantially lead. It came 
from a man called Robert, who lived in the north of England. His first messages were 
somewhat short and cryptic, with him obviously not wanting to sound too crazy. Daniel 
likewise held back, not wanting to push him so much that he disappeared again. Besides, he 
was not overly convinced that it was not just another dead end. That changed in the third 
message that arrived, which read; 

“I still have nightmares about those damn drones buzzing overhead. They were so 
close to getting me on many occasions. Get hit by one of them, you'll end up in tiny pieces.” 

It caught Daniel’s attention, standing out like a beacon as he on purpose had not 
mentioned the drones in any part of his posts. The fact that Robert knew of them and could 
describe them could only be proof that he had actually been there. 

Over the weeks that followed, they exchanged emails often and Daniel learnt more 
about the circumstances around Roberts’s time in the Parallel. As with Linda and Daniel, 
Robert had suddenly awoken in the middle of the nightmare, finding himself amongst the 
rubble of what had once been his own home. For two months he had dodged the drones and 
kept out of sight during the night hours. Eventually, suffering from extreme malnutrition, he 
stumbled out into the open in a delirious state late one evening, only to be engulfed by the 
Darkness. 

His time in the Parallel had been relatively short, but had severely affected him mentally. 
Now virtually a recluse, he had broken off all contact with his family and friends, opting 
instead to remain in the security of his own house in the countryside, well away from others. 

It was a story Daniel could relate to. If it had not been for Sarah’s support, and at a later 
stage Linda’s, he too would most likely have suffered a complete breakdown. Even with their 
support, he could not totally shrug off the panic attacks the plagued his mind. Waking up 
covered in sweat and yelling, was still a common occurrence. 


During the year that followed, Daniel and Linda made contact with four more people; 
two from England, one from the United States and one from Australia. All of them shared 
similar stories and experiences, and had since tried to continue their lives in whatever way 
possible, despite the recurring nightmares and ongoing trauma. Both Linda and Daniel were 


now sure that there must be still others out there who had been affected by the Parallel, and 
hoped that one day they could find them. 

What puzzled them all still the most, was how they had been transported there. After 
extensive research, Daniel had yet to find any feasible means by which a human body or 
consciousness could be thrust into a parallel universe without killing the individual in the 
process. Obviously it was possible, they were all living proof of it, but the mechanics of it was 
way beyond their collective understanding of physics and the natural world. 


CHAPTER 9 


It took almost six months of emails and phone calls between the members of the group 
before they arranged to meet in person. Sadly Greg, the Australian, was unable to make the 
journey. He spoke with Daniel for some time, explaining that although he wanted to be there, 
it was just not possible due to the expenses involved, although he hoped to join them via an 
internet connection if it could be arranged. Daniel took charge of arranging it all, and had 
booked rooms for them all in a local hotel. It was somewhat antiquated but had an adjoining 
meeting room they could use, and would give them the privacy to meet face to face. It would 
also be a chance for their partners to talk to people in the same situation as themselves. 


Even though everything was arranged, Daniel woke early the morning of the first 
meeting. As always, he was pleased to find himself still in his own bed. It was something he 
would never take for granted again. 

The sun cast a subtle glare through the inadequate curtains, which still hung in front of 
the bedroom window, illuminating airborne dust particles in the process. After a quick shower, 
he dressed and headed to the kitchen to join Sarah for breakfast. She always managed to get 
up before him, and this morning already had a pot of coffee ready on the table. She smiled as 
he entered. Things were good between them, possibly better than they had ever been 
before. Daniel was more caring and appreciative of her company. He was content with 
spending most of his free time with her, even if they just sat quietly in the same room. It was a 
strange thing that it had taken the horrors of the Parallel to cement their marriage. 

“Good morning, are you ready for the big day?” she asked as he entered. She was 
looking forward to it herself, having long since accepted that something had happened to her 
husband that she could not fully explain. Maybe by meeting the others and their relevant 
partners, she could get some sort of deeper understanding. 

“’m as ready as | could ever be” Daniel replied as he poured himself a cup from the 
coffee pot. “It will be so good to finally meet them in person.” 

He had thought a lot about this very day. Although he had seen photos of the others in 
his group and had spoken to them all for hours on the phone, it was no substitute for meeting 
them in person. Group Skype meetings just ended in a cacophony of noise, everyone talking 
at once, with little real content. In the same way as he had with Linda, there was a deep 
connection between them. It was a bond few others would understand. 


He left the house with Sarah just after 9am and drove over to pick up Linda, before 
heading towards the hotel, which was closer to her home than it was to theirs. They were 
‘officially’ due to meet with everyone at 10am. The first meeting would be without their 
respective partners, Sarah would be the only non-Parallel in the room. Daniel was 
understandably impatient that morning and used the excuse of getting things ready in the 
meeting room to leave early. Linda was likewise excited and chatted about all sorts of 
irrelevant things during the short drive to the hotel. Parking the car next to the main entrance, 
Daniel cast an involuntary glance up at the sky as he got out of the car; it was something he 
caught himself doing regularly. 


‘Still looking for the drones!’ he thought to himself. It was a habit he would probably 
never get out of, just another side effect of his experiences. 

Sarah and Linda were just behind him, and together they went through the main door, 
before turning right into the meeting room. It was a reasonably small room with off-white walls 
and a deep blue carpeted floor that looked a bit thread bare in places. To the right of the door 
was a double window, looking out on the carpark, while to the left was a large television 
screen. Although small, the room was more than adequate for their needs. 

Placing a dark blue folder of documents on the table, Daniel went over to open one of 
the windows to let some of the spring air into the enclosed stuffy space. Meanwhile Sarah 
and Linda organised the cups and coffee pots the hotel had placed ready for them. They then 
sat in nervous silence and waited for their guests to show up. Linda had spoken to them all 
briefly on the phone the previous evening, so they knew everyone was in the hotel. 


Robert was the first to arrive about thirty minutes later. He was a tall man with broad 
shoulders and a full beard. After shaking hands with everyone, he took a seat by the door 
next to Linda and waited. Over the following ten minutes, the others arrived one by one. They 
all greeted each other before sitting around the table. The last to arrive was Karen, the 
American. She was in her early fifties, a litthe shorter than Daniel with long black hair. She 
seemed quieter this morning than when Daniel had met her the previous evening. Then she 
had been talkative and jolly, now she seemed withdrawn and quiet. Possibly jet lag due to the 
time difference, Daniel assumed. 

He started their meeting by welcoming them all and thanking them for coming, and then 
suggested that they all took a moment to introduce themselves first hand. Linda started, 
followed by Robert. Both gave a quick résumé of their time in the Parallel and what had 
happened since their return. 

Almost thirty minutes after they started it was Karen’s turn. She sat silently for a moment 
while her eyes scanned the faces in front of her. Then slowly her head tipped backwards as 
her body fell limp, and from her open mouth a black mass came billowing out. For a brief 
moment it formed a cloud over her, before it subdivided and shot out towards all those 
present. 

Panic-stricken, Daniel grabbed Sarah’s arm and pulled her up off the chair. This was not 
a scenario he had even considered, assuming instead that they were safe here. Why would 
they not be? This was the real world after all, not the Parallel. That was no longer the case. 
Screams erupted from Linda and Robert as they were enveloped, causing Daniel’s eyes to 
flash over to them. He could see the terror on Linda’s face as the dark mass moved up over 
her body and entered her mouth. She clawed desperately at her own throat ripping her skin 
into shreds in the process, trying in vain to stop the onslaught but to no avail. Soon as her 
face vanished, her screams were stifled. Daniel swung around to Sarah and yelled as he 
forcibly pushed her in the direction of the window. 

“Climb out!” he yelled. 

Without hesitation, she climbed through the opening and leapt out of sight, twisting her 
ankle as she landed hard on the tarmac beyond. Not looking back, Daniel’s hands grabbed 
the window frame to pull himself through, but as he went to climb up over the ledge his leg 


slowed to a heavy and sluggish stop. Looking down his eyes widened in panic on seeing the 
Darkness surrounding his foot. He tried again, more violently this time, pulling as hard as he 
could and pain exploded in his ankle as it was dislocated in the process. Taking a firmer hold 
on the window ledge he tried again, but to no avail. The dark mass gradually slid its way up 
his leg and onto his torso. 

He could see Sarah standing in the carpark just a few metres away screaming 
hysterically, as the mass reached his head. He knew the pain that was coming, that memory 
had never subsided. It moved around his throat and forced its way into his mouth. He choked 
and spluttered violently as it moved down his throat and blocked his trachea. The world 
around him went black as his brain was once again starved of oxygen, then his body slumped 
lifelessly to the floor. 


With a scream Daniel sat bolt upright in his bed. His tee-shirt soaked to the point of 
being almost transparent and his hair matted to the side of his face. His hands clawed 
uncontrollably at his throat, as they subconsciously tried to remove the mass, which was not 
there. The bedside lamp on Sarah’s side flicked on, blinding him momentarily, as she also sat 
up suddenly, having been startled awake. 

“It’s alright Daniel, it’s just a dream. You’re safe here with me.” 

It wasn’t the first time this had happened; in fact his nightmares had become more 
common over the last few months. It was a worrying turn of events, something Sarah had 
been wondering how to tackle. Still blinking against the sudden brightness and panting 
rapidly with his heart pounding, Daniel explained what had happened. 

“We were at a meeting with the others... Karen collapsed, and the Darkness came out of 
her. | pushed you out the window to safety, but it attacked me and entered my throat.” 

This nightmare in particular had been plaguing him for some time now, in different 
variations. Whom the bearer of the Darkness was changed from time to time but the outcome 
was always the same. He just managed to save Sarah, whilst getting consumed himself. 

Putting her arm around his shoulders, Sarah tried to calm him. 

"It’s okay. It’s just a dream. The meeting went well and no one got hurt. Everyone’s fine. 
It's just a dream." 

They both had known for some time now that he was suffering from post-traumatic 
stress disorder, but there were not many options for obtaining help. None of the doctors 
would believe him; even the psychiatrist he had spoken to initially believed it was all in 
Daniel’s head. The meetings with the others helped though. It gave him a chance to open up, 
but he could never come away from the fear he had. The fear that they were not safe, and 
that it would happen here as well. He did not fear for his own life, having accepted that his 
second chance was a gift, instead he feared for Sarah’s life. 


CHAPTER 10 


Just over five years had passed since Daniel’s return, and his life with Sarah had settled 
into a normal routine. The frequency of his nightmares had noticeably reduced, and he felt 
better equipped to deal with them on the occasions they returned. He still had contact to the 
group of Parallel survivors, which over time had grown to nine people, although it had been 
sometime since they had met in person. Sadly, Robert’s depression had intensified eight 
months earlier. His nightmares had never really ended, and with no one to support him on a 
day to day basis, he ended up taking an overdose of sleeping tablets late one Friday night. It 
took just under two weeks before the landlord of the building he lived in realised something 
was wrong. After contacting the police and forcing entry to the property, they found him 
slumped over the small kitchen table. In front of his body was a letter addressed to Daniel. 

It had been incredibly hard reading the letter, especially as he could recognise Robert’s 
reasoning more than anyone else. After all, he had been there himself, so deep in depression 
and despair that suicide was the only logical way out. Robert’s words made Daniel think back 
to the time in the Parallel when it all became too much, resulting in him letting the Darkness 
take him. It still sent a shudder down his spine to recall the desperation he had felt during 
those final days there. 


The field on the outskirts of Brackley was shrouded in the darkness of the night and the 
grass covered in a fine layer of frost. High above, thick clouds inhibited the waning moon 
from casting its light down over the field. Although it was a wind free night, the trees in one 
corner started swaying violently as a sudden whirlwind formed. The grassy field beneath 
them elongated, as though the fabric of space itself was being stretched out of shape. Then 
with a sudden movement it billowed upwards, reaching out to the dark clouds whilst splitting 
open and from the depths of the Earth a dark cloud emerged. 

The patch of the Darkness that made it through the portal was not much bigger than a 
football, having lost ninety percent of its mass in the process. As it rose a few metres above 
the ground, the scene below it snapped silently back into shape leaving no trace of any 
disturbance. 

Depleted and weakened it needed nourishment urgently if it was to survive the night 
and then hide itself during the blistering light of the day. It would take days before it was back 
to full health. Swirling slowly as it propelled itself upwards it caught sight of a house, standing 
alone amongst the trees about two hundred metres away. There it hoped it could find what it 
so desperately craved. Dropping to ground level again it soared over the grass as fast as its 
energy levels could allow, until it was at the outer wall. 

It found its entrance via a split in the cellar door and from there it slipped under the 
internal doors and into the house. A smaller section broke away and headed off on a suicide 
mission. The house lights burned at its outer layer as it sought out the electrical supply. Once 
at the fuse box it made cross connections between all the circuits, shorting the system and 
plummeting the house into darkness. The electricity flowing through it killed it instantly. 

With the house in blackness there would be no hindrance in the devouring of its 
occupants. The adult male was the first, having left the living room to investigate the sudden 


power loss. As he made his way down the cellar stairs to the main circuit board, the Darkness 
dropped down over his head, muffling his screams instantly as it poured down his throat, 
consuming him from inside as well as out. As he was being absorbed, other sections of the 
mass broke away. One headed up the stairs and cast itself over the two sleeping children, 
who didn’t even wake before being killed. The adult female faced a more horrific end though, 
dying in her chair whilst clawing desperately at her throat with her fingernails as she tried in 
vain to scream for help. 

As it left the building again a short time later, sufficiently nourished for the brief 
hibernation it required to reach full strength, the collective consciousness of Ghalaqgq 
pondered over the success of its experiments. Now able to travel inter-dimensionally, it no 
longer needed to drift in space. Here on this planet in all its variations, there was a seemingly 
endless supply of food. 


As usual Sarah had gotten up earlier than Daniel and was already busy getting 
breakfast ready, as he headed into the bathroom for a shower. A quarter of an hour later he 
was dressed and entered the kitchen, but as he came in through the door Sarah rapidly 
reached over and turned the radio off, having seen of him out of the corner of her eye. The 
speed of her action struck Daniel as suspicious, sparking his interest. 

“What’s wrong? You look worried.” 

It was not so much that she looked worried, more that her face seemed to have drained 
of all colour, and her response of “Nothing” was equally unconvincing. Unnerved now, Daniel 
pressed a little harder. 

“What’s going on, Sarah? | want to know.” 

Reaching over the kitchen top, she turned the radio on again and the audio returned 
mid-sentence. 

“macabre scene. The family were last seen alive at a family party yesterday 
evening. The area has been cordoned off and there’s a large police presence at the 
address. To recap, police in Brackley are investigating the skeletal remains of what they 
believe are four members of the same family. A spokesman for the police has said they 
will be making a statement later. We’ll bring you more news as we get it...” 

As she switched it off again, Daniel steadied himself momentarily against the kitchen 
table, while a shudder ran down his spine causing the hairs on the back of his neck to stand 
up. Closing his eyes, he tried to reassure himself. 

‘We're safe here. We don't have the Darkness. It's a coincidence. We're safe!" 

Yet no matter how hard he tried, doubt started seeping in. Could it be true? ‘Skeletal 
remains’ was something he had seen before. 

‘ls this how it starts?’ he asked himself, ‘Is it here?’ 

“What does it mean?” Sarah asked breaking into his thoughts. Daniel had talked about 
the Parallel so much over the years, and it was a scene she could certainly recognise from his 
descriptions. “Are we in danger?” 


‘If it’s what | think it is then yes, we’re in a lot of danger!’ he thought, but aloud he said, 
“It’s probably just a coincidence. Let’s see what happens.” 


News reports during the rest of the day were extremely vague. Apart from the skeletal 
remains there was nothing else to go on. The police made a brief statement saying that there 
had not been any sign of forced entry to the house in question, and that there did not seem 
to have been any struggle. Yet given the circumstances they were treating it as highly 
suspicious. As a precaution they established a quarantine zone around the house, only 
allowing people in protective clothing to get close to it, as they feared either some form of 
biological agent or an acid attack. 

The news agencies were all over the story initially, but their interest soon waned after 
no new information arrived during the following days. The police still had no leads and other 
stories quickly became more relevant, as was normal. The story probably would have been 
buried away, and marked as unexplainable, if it had not been for another identical case at a 
property just ten minutes from the first. At this house, a family of three were found in the 
morning by a relative. Each of the bodies were completely stripped clean to the bones. The 
police were quick to cordon the area off from the public and another investigation started. 
This second case created widespread panic in the town, with many opting to leave the area 
completely. Although some people speculated about it being animal attacks, the lack of 
blood at the scene made it difficult to believe. 


Any doubts Daniel had dissipated on hearing about the second attack. Now he was 
completely convinced. Just as he and the others had somehow been transported between 
dimensions, the Darkness had found its way to this reality. His reality! It was now only a matter 
of time before this version of Earth was reduced to the same chaos as the one he had left 
behind. If they were going to have any chance of survival they needed to prepare. 

‘Is it worth surviving?’ he pondered absently as he picked up the telephone and dialled 
Linda’s number. He was still wondering about this as Linda answered. 

“Hi Linda, it’s Daniel. Have you seen the news? There’s been another attack. I’m sorry 
but I’m certain now. It’s the Darkness, it’s here.... We need to prepare!” 

Linda was already shaking as she answered the telephone. Across the room from her 
the television was switched to a news channel, silently visualising the events of the day, 
although obviously none of the networks had actual images of the skeletal remains. Deep 
down inside she had known from the very first attack that this was it, the end of all things. She 
had barely slept the last few nights as her nightmares came flooding back, tormenting her 
mind once more. 

“I’m scared,” she replied, “what are we going to do? It’s here. I’m certain of that. It’s just 
a matter of time now before everything we have here is gone.” 

Daniel interrupted her abruptly, “I’m not about to give up. We have an advantage this 
time, we know what to expect, how to survive and not least how to attack. Maybe we can find 
a way to stop it, we know bright light and heat work against it.” 


“We need to prepare. We need to find places where we can hide in safety, especially 
cellars. We need a food supply for now and long into the future, and above all we need 
weapons. I’m thinking predominantly bomb making equipment and flammable liquids...” 

Over the following hour they laid out plans for their survival, Daniel taking the lead. As 
he spoke he watched people walk past his house, battling against the cold weather, yet 
oblivious to the coming storm. 

‘If only they knew!’ he muttered absently to himself. Not that any form of foresight would 
help them. Even if he tried to warn people, no one would believe him, why would they? He 
had no proof, nothing concrete to convince the general public that they were in mortal 
danger. 

‘No, it’s best if | keep quiet and prepare.’ 


A couple of hours later he was busy at work in his cellar. The windows needed to be 
bricked up and the main door had to be replaced with something more secure. They would 
need some form of kitchen, sanitary facilities and a sleeping area. Luckily, unlike the cellar 
room he had stayed in whilst trapped in the Parallel, his had more than one room. The work 
was hard going and took him several days to complete. 

Each morning more reports of attacks emerged on the news channels as the Darkness 
spread out from its origin in Brackley. There were no reports from other parts of the world 
which probably meant, Daniel thought, that it had only managed the one entry point into their 
dimension. One entry point was more than enough though. The police, medical experts and 
media were all correct on one aspect as they concurred that the occurrences were spreading 
like a virus. That was exactly what it was like. A virus! Spreading and multiplying rapidly, with 
nothing to stop it. Unlike a virus though, there would be no cure and no way of stopping the 
spread. This was no bacteria or germ. This was a conscious living entity with one sole 
purpose, survival. 

Only a week later reports of attacks started emerging from the three closest cities; 
Bristol, Birmingham and London. By now there was widespread panic throughout the country, 
the like of which had not been seen since the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020-21. People were 
desperately trying to find a safe place, without knowing exactly what a safe place would be. 
Once again Daniel wondered if he should do something, warn people somehow. In a strange 
way he felt responsible for what was happening. 

‘Maybe | could have done something to prevent it. Maybe I should have warned the 
government or something. 

The uncertainty tore at his soul, but his common sense did its best to reassure him that 
there was nothing he could have done. If he had spoken up about it, he would have been 
deemed a crackpot. Someone peddling just another conspiracy theory. No one would have 
listened then, and now it was too late. Nothing he could say would change the outcome. 

Due to the unfolding events and the fear of another pandemic causing lockdowns 
around the globe, sinking the planet once more into a global recession, the international 
community took the precaution of placing the entire United Kingdom under full quarantine. All 
flights were cancelled, as well as all ship crossings and transport out of the country. Anyone 
who had been in the United Kingdom within the previous month was forcibly detained and 


separated from contact with others. Various human rights campaigners opposed the decision, 
saying that it was in breach of many international conventions, but the countries around the 
world, especially those in Europe, were taking no chances. 

The farmers in the northern region of France took matters into their own hands and 
blockaded the exit of the Eurotunnel with farm machinery, fearing contamination to 
themselves and their livestock. It was to no avail though, the Darkness needed no host in the 
darker service tunnel and could pass through completely unhindered. Tunnels and poorly lit 
underground areas were now its highway. As soon as it made contact with its first 
underground station in the Greater London area it divided and spread like wildfire. What 
started as a couple of attacks each night, rocketed to thousands of cases. By day the main 
roads out were blocked by hordes of desperate people fleeing the capital, by night they 
huddled in barricaded rooms without sleeping. 

The United Kingdom’s lockdown was, as previously had been the issue, too late to have 
the required effect. By the time the airports were closed the Darkness had already boarded 
various night flights, stowing away in the dim corners of the cargo holds. Eighteen days after 
the first reported incident, similar cases began appearing in major cities around the world. 
New York, Paris, Rome and Moscow were the first affected, although the Russian media were 
ordered not to report it. With over nineteen million people living in the New York area alone, it 
was a perfect starting point in the United States. Now, there was nothing anyone could do to 
stop it. The more victims it consumed, the greater its size increased and the more it 
subdivided. 


Daniel, Sarah and Linda started spending their evenings and nights in the cellar from 
the day of the second attack. With the windows closed off and the door replaced with one 
containing a rubber seal, they felt completely safe. By day they could roam freely and 
continue making their plans as there was no evidence of drones in the skies, but at night it 
was already too dangerous to venture outside. 

‘How long will that last?’ Daniel asked himself. 

Normality, people’s everyday routines, continued for a while although fewer and fewer 
people turned up for work. Soon enough the streets of London were deserted. Daniel 
certainly had no intention of returning to the car plant. That would quite possibly be taken 
over by the Darkness in the near future for drone production, and he had no wish to become 
one of the zombie slaves running it. He had already decided to blow it up again if necessary. 

Sarah in particular was petrified, having not experienced anything like this before, but 
Linda met it with a strange mixture of calm and panic. Like Daniel, she knew what was coming 
and knew there was nothing they could do to stop it. 

All television broadcasts in the United Kingdom stopped after a short time, due to 
employees not turning up for work. Either they were too scared or had already been 
consumed. The only radio broadcast still running was a pre-recorded message from the 
government urging people to stay inside during the night-time hours and allow the military 
forces to deal with the threat, not that there was any hope of that helping the situation. Bullets 
were no match for this unseen enemy. 


Around the globe countries mimicked their response to previous pandemics, ordering 
people to self-isolate and asking those who felt remotely ill to contact the authorities, 
believing this attack to be yet another virus, in an ever increasing list. Little did they know! 
Society broke down quickly after that with many, Daniel included, adopting a survival of the 
fittest attitude. They hoarded as much as they could store; food, sanitary and water. Many 
also took the opportunity to loot the electrical shops for everything they could lay their hands 
on, completely unaware of the hopelessness of it. Before long there would be no electric 
supply to power them. 

Unlike the general public who were reacting in blind panic, Daniel, Sarah and Linda had 
a strategy to follow. While still capable, they drove out to the supermarkets to stock up on as 
much as they could fit into the car, only going after the necessities; tinned food, preserves 
and water, as well as useful tools. 


With no live radio or television to refer to it was impossible to keep on top of the attack. 
Likewise, the global internet crashed within a couple of weeks, leaving individuals totally cut 
off from each other. How quickly humanity was being extinguished was anyone’s guess, but 
as he carefully ventured outside during the daylight hours, Daniel saw fewer and fewer 
people. Either they were hiding, like him, or they were just gone. 

It was only a month later, as Linda and Daniel carefully made their way towards the park, 
where they had a stash of water, that they heard the first buzzing sound. Instinctively Daniel 
grabbed Linda, threw her into some bushes and dived on top of her. As he ever so slowly 
looked up again, his eyes saw the all too familiar shape of a black drone flying overhead. 

“It was only a matter of time”, he whispered into her ear whilst keeping as low as 
possible, “so that’s it... game over!” 

They hid until the drone was out of sight and earshot, before hurrying back to their 
cellar refuge empty handed. The water would have to wait, now that things had taken such a 
drastic turn for the worse. The fact that drones were being produced and could fly around 
unchallenged was a desolate sign that humanity was lost. Nothing could stop the Darkness 
from consuming this reality now. Daniel knew they would continue surviving for as long as 
they could, but the prospects were slim. All that lay before them now was crouching and 
scavenging for food. It was a long way from the future he had hoped for since returning. 

Bombing of the town started soon afterwards. Day after day and night after night 
drones buzzed over the area, as the buildings were razed to the ground one by one. 
Eventually Daniel’s house was also targeted. That night they hid under mattresses in fear of 
everything collapsing down on them, and when they emerged into the daylight the following 
morning all that was left was a pile of rubble. 

Sarah in particular was finding it difficult to cope, having never experienced anything 
like it before. She felt lost and without hope, even Daniel’s words of comfort did nothing to 
ease her distress. 


The days and weeks slowly merged into one another with no point of reference to 
separate them, and with each passing day, Daniel found the world around him resembled the 
Parallel more and more. Normally they only ever ventured out in twos so there was always an 


extra pair of eyes to keep watch, but eventually it had to happen. One morning, when they 
were desperately low on water, Linda was forced to head out alone as Sarah was in a 
particularly bad state of depression and Daniel was nervous about leaving her alone. 
Standing by the door, Linda gave him a tight hug. 

“It’s okay, | understand. It’s not easy for anyone, but especially for Sarah. This is a first 
for her. I'll be okay, | know what I’m doing and will be back before you know it.” 

Closing the door behind her, he listened as her footsteps headed up the stairs into what 
would have been their hallway, but was now an open space. As the minutes turned into hours 
Daniel got more and more agitated. By late afternoon he was hidden at the top of the stairs 
scoping the area, desperately hoping to see her approach, but as twilight began to fall he 
was forced back inside behind their locked door. 

Linda never returned to the cellar again. 


Sarah was particularly devastated and blamed herself, if only she had pulled herself 
together Daniel would have gone with Linda and they would all still be together. No matter 
what he tried Daniel could not convince her otherwise. Over the weeks that followed Daniel 
scoured the area, looking for any sign of Linda, but found nothing. Sarah’s depression 
deepened after that. She barely ate and rarely ventured outside. Daniel did all he could to 
lighten her humour, but it became increasingly difficult. Most days she just sat in the corner 
crying until she fell asleep. This scene repeated itself day after day until finally one morning 
she asked if they could get some fresh air. 

The sun was bright in a cloudless sky that morning as they crawled up to the road. 
Daniel didn’t want to take her too far from safety, so settled on just staying amongst the 
rubble of their house. 

At least she’s outside for a bit’, he thought. 

As they stood with their faces turned up to the sun, they suddenly heard the drones 
hovering nearby. Daniel grabbed Sarah’s arm and pulled her downwards. Sarah resisted, 
pulled her arm away from his and broke cover, running out into the road and screaming at the 
nearby machines. Terrified and shocked Daniel stood up and sprinted towards her, but the 
drone was faster. It soun around and fired a projectile that hit Sarah in the head. Daniel 
screamed, “No!” moments before a second projectile hit him flat in the chest. The pain was 
excruciating as it splintered inside his torso, violently ripping him apart. 


EPILOGUE 


Daniel screamed as he sat bolt upright in his bed. Looking quickly around he found his 
surroundings seemed yet again so familiar. The light-green walls, the abstract painting that 
hung over the old wooden chest of drawers, which had been his grandmother’s, and the light- 
brown polished wooden floor that gave blurry reflections of the furniture placed upon it. Once 
more everything was as it should be. 


The momentary confusion that was once again building up in his head was suddenly 
shattered by Sarah’s scream from his side, as she too sat suddenly upright. Her top, like his 
was drenched in sweat and her arms shook uncontrollably as tears poured out of her eyes. 
This was his twelfth reset in the last fifteen years and Sarah’s eleventh. Each time they woke 
in a new version of Earth, before the arrival of the Darkness. Most times they were side by 
side, but not always. The times alone being the scariest. 

With every reset Daniel learned more about the Darkness, yet no matter how many 
times they went through it, the experience was always just as terrifying, and the pain just as 
real. 

Daniel reached out to Sarah’s arm to calm her down, she always took longer to adjust to 
being alive again. In the process, his mind kicked fully into gear. They had been so close to 
destroying the Darkness last time, so close to banishing it from not only their reality, but all 
realities. They had missed out on their opportunity by only a few days, but not this time. This 
time they have the advantage of hindsight. 

He closed his eyes briefly to find composure and focus his thoughts. This time it would 
be different. This time he already had the final piece of the puzzle. This time they would win! 

After drawing a few calming breaths, he turned his head to his wife. 

“Have a quick shower and then get to the shops, you know what we need. I’m going to 
get Linda. We don’t have as much time as before.” 


